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Introduction
Europe Materializing? Toward a Transnational 
History of European Infrastructures
Alexander Badenoch and Andreas Fickers

After a series of false starts, a ‘Museum of Europe’ recently opened in 
Brussels, albeit as a temporary exhibition marking fifty years since the 
Treaties of Rome. The museum, which is still seeking a permanent home, 
is dedicated to building a sense of common European identity through a 
narrative of European history.1 Part of the museum’s proposed permanent 
exhibit is devoted to a series of active maps, the last of which, represent-
ing European history after 1945, is in a room fashioned to resemble a rail-
way waiting room. Visitors can gaze up to a moving map, which, like the 
flipping departures board ‘in a large European railway station’, shows the 
‘arrival’ of nations in Europe. ‘After the centuries of Unity through faith 
and the decades of Unity through the Enlightenment [represented in other 
maps], the Unity through the project evolves year for year, as shown by a 
digital counter.’2 While this narrative of Europe’s history is at best question-
able, the metaphor of the train for the project of Europe is by no means 
inept.3 If anything, it is too apt: while it is meant to support an optimistic 
story of steady modernization, the associations between Europe and mate-
rial networks, particularly trains, are not so easily channelled. Observers in 
this waiting room might just as easily think of other trains, and darker sides 
of European history and modernity: the trains that never arrived, such as 
the pre-war Berlin–Baghdad Railway or many sections of the German-Dutch 
Betuwe line project, never stopped, leaving certain towns and places off the 
map of ‘European’ progress, or, like the trains in the brutal machinery of 
the Holocaust, never returned. Furthermore, visitors might easily feel that 
watching powerlessly as a mechanical process unfolds is all too emblematic 
of the European Union’s ‘democratic deficit’. Indeed, it would not be the 
first time that the EU was associated with a runaway train. Such symbolism, 
complete with all its pregnant silences and ambiguities, is so broadly reso-
nant because it also reflects a common-sense, if ambiguous, reality: there 
are, and have been, human-built material links between nations and across 
borders in Europe which have pre-dated, accompanied and transcended the 
‘official’ processes of political and economic integration begun after the 
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Second World War. The strong and varied metaphorical resonances point 
at once to the promise and the problems of unravelling the history of these 
technologies of connection and the role they have played in shaping the 
spaces, institutions and experiences of Europe. To put the matter simply: it 
seems obvious that technological infrastructures are related to projects of 
European unification, but it is far from clear how.

In many ways, technological infrastructures are indeed the essence of 
European integration. In material terms, they form the physical basis for 
transnational flows of people, goods and services. Already with the advent 
of railways and telegraphs in the nineteenth century, new networks crossed 
national boundaries in and beyond Europe, through which nations, empires 
and social groups expanded, renegotiated and transformed relations with 
each other. In addition to material structures, a number of institutions and 
regimes were formed to build and govern them. These bodies functioned 
beyond the national level and often at some remove from arenas of formal 
politics.4 At the same time, technology formed an important part of politi-
cal thought among many diplomats and politicians.5 Many were defined 
as European institutions, either explicitly through their names and official 
remits (such as the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe) or 
implicitly through their actual spheres of activity, such as the International 
Union of Railways or the Alliance Internationale de Tourisme. To under-
stand the way such institutions and the infrastructures they governed were 
constituted through expert knowledge, working practices and visions, it is 
important further to understand infrastructures at a discursive level. In par-
ticular, discourses and ideas of internationalism, which became increasingly 
interwoven with ideas of technological modernization, became a common 
feature of such expert communities and formed a link between them and 
broader movements for a united Europe. Beyond these institutional frame-
works, infrastructures have also played a key role in the broader symbolic 
vocabulary of European integration in a number of spheres. From electric-
ity systems in the 1920s, to coal trains in the 1950s, through to the gate-
ways and bridges on Euro notes in the present decade, infrastructures have 
been mobilized repeatedly in broader spheres as symbols and metaphors for 
broader forms of modernization, integration and co-operation.6 At the same 
time, the rhetoric of a united Europe, particularly in combination with nar-
ratives of progress, has played – and continues to play – an important part 
in pushing forward major infrastructural interventions. In short, material 
infrastructures have helped to shape a number of spaces and ways in which 
people have moved through, talked about and experienced ‘Europe’. With 
this volume, we present a series of case studies that explore the material, 
institutional and discursive complexities involved in building and using 
transnational infrastructures in Europe throughout the twentieth century.

By bringing infrastructures and Europe into the same frame, this vol-
ume has three interrelated aims. First and foremost, by using material 



Europe Materializing? 3

infrastructures to guide a transnational approach to European history, 
it reveals to historians of modern Europe underexplored dimensions of 
European integration. This approach allows us to explore empirically the 
transnational movements of things, people and ideas that lie at the heart of 
most projects of Europe. In so doing, we critically re-examine and fruitfully 
redefine ‘integration’ to include longer-term processes and a broader range 
of institutions. These chapters bring to light a number of actors, institu-
tions and forums not normally considered in formal histories of integration, 
which allow us to historicize and contextualize the European Union’s role 
as one actor in a larger and longer-term ensemble of processes that have 
 integrated – and fragmented – societies in Europe. Opening up and exploring 
these processes further presses the history of technology’s polemic agenda 
of challenging overly deterministic accounts of technology’s role in shaping 
society. In an era when technological projects play an increasing role in the 
construction and governance of European spaces, simplistic stories about 
technology and Europe are in greater circulation than ever. Second, build-
ing on the insights of transnational history to focus on the European scale, 
this book productively exposes limitations in frameworks of nationalization 
and globalization, as well as more localized frameworks of urban history, 
which have dominated historical approaches to infrastructures up to now. 
While studies aimed at the national level have rightly stressed the role of 
infrastructures in projects of nation state consolidation, histories of globali-
zation have further stressed the role of transport and communication infra-
structures in capitalist expansion and imperial projects.7 By focusing at the 
level of Europe, we are able to view these and other processes together and 
show the complex ways in which they are related. Finally, individually and 
collectively, the chapters assembled here offer conceptual tools, drawing on 
a range of disciplines, for understanding this history. But, before introduc-
ing some of these concepts, we will first locate this book within the broader 
landscape of literature and research in the field of European integration his-
tory, transnational history and European history of technology.

Broadening the scope of Europe and technology

The sense that Europe is related to infrastructural projects is common to 
both academic and lay observers alike. The increasing expansion of the 
European Union into various ‘European’ spaces and infrastructure pol-
icy arenas on the one hand, and the persistence of simple and overdeter-
mined narratives of technology, modernization and European integration 
on the other, make detailed historical exploration of these topics timely, 
if not urgent.8 This realization has led recently to the establishment of a 
research agenda based largely among historians of technology, which has 
sought to place such questions at the centre of scientific research.9 Within 
this broader research agenda, material infrastructures and networks such as 
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roads, railways, electricity grids, waterways and so on, long viewed as some 
of the most important aspects and engines of modernization processes, 
necessarily play an important role. The current volume is the product of a 
research project embedded within this framework, devoted to a long-term 
historical analysis of the building of transnational infrastructures in Europe 
in their material, institutional and discursive complexity.10 Building on core 
concerns of the history of technology, this project draws on and speaks to 
key ideas in transnational history, European integration studies and mobil-
ity studies, among others, to open up challenging new ways of coming to 
grips with the historical project of Europe.

As van der Vleuten and Kaijser show in a recent review of the historiogra-
phy of infrastructures and Europe, the building and use of material networks 
has usually been a sidelight at best in much of the grander historiography of 
Europe.11 Where the role of such networks is mentioned, it is very often in 
terms that acknowledge their role in transforming society, but far less often 
to offer a detailed analysis of the complex and contested  processes by which 
such structures came about. While studies on the processes of moderniza-
tion and globalization in the social sciences have long noted the impor-
tance of such structures, analysis of the contingent processes that have gone 
into the construction, linking and maintenance of such networks has been 
of secondary concern. Concurrent developments in a number of disciplines 
seem poised to change this situation and open up a number of avenues of 
inquiry, to which the current volume will speak.

First and foremost, this volume aims to offer new perspectives on the 
history of European integration. As Jost Dülffer has shown in a recent histo-
riographical essay on European integration literature, this literature is charac-
terized by a number of prominent master narratives, reflecting the different 
stages or periods of scholarly debates on the aims and goals of contemporary 
historiography of Europe after the Second World War, which is generally 
seen as the crucial point of reference for the start of a new era of European 
integration initiatives.12 Following Dülffer, much of European integration 
historiography is characterized by a master narrative that he somewhat pro-
vocatively labels the ‘Christmas story’ of European integration in allusion to 
the German tradition of lighting candles every Sunday of an advent wreath. 
This ‘Christmas story’ ‘narrates the expansion of European wreath from six 
to nine, to twelve, fifteen and now at present twenty-seven states’, reflecting 
a teleological master narrative which ‘accepts delays, stand-stills, relaunches 
and – maybe – also crisis’.13 This Christmas story of European integration, 
based on ‘a snow ploughing after the [political] events’ and dominated by 
sectorial studies reflecting the emergence of European institutions and agen-
cies, has of course been challenged by authors such as Alan Milward and 
John Gillingham, who have developed prominent alternative narratives, 
stressing the persistence of national interests and criticizing the excessive 
bureaucratization of the political institutions. According to Dülffer, there are 



Europe Materializing? 5

at least four other limitations to the ‘Christmas story’ approach. First, there 
is a neglect of institutions other than the core political institutions such as 
the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), the European Economic 
Union (EEU) or the actual European Union in its different  constellations. 
Second, he detects a neglect of the role of the United States as crucial actor 
in the integration process. Third, he criticizes the under-representation of 
Eastern Europe, especially the USSR, as important players in a Cold War that 
formed the general political frame for the European integration process. And 
finally, Dülffer emphasizes the urgent need for a broader cultural approach 
to the European integration process under the label of ‘Europeanization’ as 
represented – for example – in the works of Hartmut Kaelble.14

We take Dülffer’s description of the state of the art in European integration 
literature as an open invitation to demonstrate the various ways in which 
the present volume speaks to these lacunae and in which ways it offers – at 
least partially – new insights and perspectives in European integration his-
tory. First, the volume offers several chapters dealing with institutions or 
sectors largely neglected by the European integration literature. Second, sev-
eral articles emphasize the role of the United States as instigator or perceived 
threat – or both – in such processes. Third, the volume offers – both in the 
introduction and in several chapters – a critical reflection of the cultural 
dimension of European infrastructures and institutions. Finally, all chap-
ters are inspired by a transnational perspective on European integration, 
which not only stresses the integrative effects of European infrastructures, 
but also underlines the inherent tensions of fragmentation and de-linking – 
a topic not addressed at all by Dülffer.

This book opens new avenues into the study of European integration by 
taking a transnational approach to the study of infrastructures. The term 
‘transnational’ itself has a long, complex and contested history, and its mean-
ings are far from settled.15 From these ongoing debates there are several key 
points we take up in this volume. First, we embrace the relatively broad defi-
nition of transnational history as that which concerns itself with flows over 
national borders. As Pierre-Yves Saunier argues, ‘[i]t means goods, it means 
people, it means ideas, words, capital, might, and institutions.’16 Second, we 
consider this loose definition of ‘going transnational’ as a means of sharpen-
ing empirical focus; approaching European infrastructures as transnational 
problems means using them as guides to charting as precisely as possible the 
flows and limitations of materials, actors and discourses.17 Third, we embrace 
the ‘national’ in the term, in so far as it allows us not only to re-contextual-
ize the role of nation states, which are undoubtedly important actors in the 
period this volume charts, but also to think precisely about other categories 
such as the ‘global’ or the ‘European’. A glance into the history of infrastruc-
tures quickly reveals how the circulation of things, people and knowledge 
has only ever been partially circumscribed by nation states. Many major 
networking projects, from railways to electricity to broadcasting, began as 
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private, often international, initiatives fuelled in part by the transnational 
circulation of technical knowledge and capital. The establishment of state 
monopolies over infrastructures was either soon accompanied or even pre-
ceded by international regulatory bodies, either intergovernmental organi-
zations, such as the International Telegraph Union (ITU, founded 1865), or 
non-governmental, such as the International Council on Large Electrical 
Systems (CIGRE, founded 1921) and the International Broadcasting Union 
(IBU, founded 1925).18 Obviously nation states are relevant to the history of 
these processes, but taking a transnational approach allows us to see them 
as embedded in broader processes in which they are not necessarily the 
main actors, but nevertheless exercise power and agency in new ways.19 We 
take the same impulse that has led to the fruitful decentring and contex-
tualizing of the nation to develop a historiography of European integration 
that decentres and contextualizes the European Union and its predecessors 
as one entity and process among many others. Transnational infrastruc-
tures are a prime location for such an agenda because they existed prior 
to the formal processes of European integration. Furthermore, even after 
the process began, the institutions responsible for networking Europe and 
governing such systems long stood outside the notice of such processes. The 
essays in this volume by Schipper et al. and Johan Schot in particular place 
these institutions in the wider framework of international organizations, 
both intergovernmental and non-governmental, that mark one of the key 
fields of transnational history research.20

In an article laying out the initial agenda for this project, Thomas J. Misa 
and Johan Schot have suggested that the notion of European integration 
might be usefully expanded beyond the political, economic and cultural 
processes set formally in motion after the Second World War. Instead, they 
argue, we should include what they call ‘hidden integration’ – that is, hid-
den from the gaze of formal European integration studies because it points 
to processes that occurred partly independently of the political, economic 
and cultural processes officially taken up under the rubric of integration, 
but have nonetheless played a profound role within all these processes.21 In 
opening up ‘integration’ to include broader processes, they suggest that we 
must also be alert to the processes of fragmentation, de-linking and disinte-
gration that have also been, and will continue to be, evident, and to some 
extent inherent, in such projects.22 These processes of linking and de-link-
ing have been at the heart of the recent volume Networking Europe, edited by 
Arne Kaijser and Erik van der Vleuten.23 In that volume, authors describe 
the development of a number of projects, beginning with the advent of 
railway and telegraph networks. The authors concentrate on the construc-
tion of systems, and mainly highlight national actors who have created, 
or sought to create, networks that operated across national boundaries in 
international, bilateral and also unilateral processes.24 Our book is intended 
to build  further on this agenda by placing ‘Europe’ more problematically 
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at the centre of its inquiry. Where the authors of the previous volume have 
highlighted transnational processes in Europe (whilst being careful not to 
essentialize it), we ask what roles particular notions and spaces of Europe 
have played in the construction, use and/or failure of various material sys-
tems. What visions and projects of Europe have such networks and the 
processes of their construction made visible? How have material structures 
shaped practices and definitions of Europe?

Attending to these issues historically will add to the increasing scholarly 
attention being paid to technological infrastructures in a broad range of 
disciplines in the humanities and social sciences as they come to grips with 
the current spaces of Europe and beyond. Most specifically, this speaks to 
the emerging ‘new mobilities paradigm’ across a broad range of disciplines, 
which has focused attention on various systems that have mobilized – and 
moored – people, things and images, and how these mobilities and moor-
ings have transformed the various spaces and times of interaction.25 Indeed, 
this paradigm claims as a core research agenda ‘an analysis of the relation 
between mobility systems and infrastructural moorings, especially as per-
tains to the rescaling and restructuring of spatiality under different regimes 
of economic regulation and state and urban governance’.26 An important 
part of this emerging focus, one that is well in keeping with our agenda 
of understanding the processes of linking and de-linking, is the growing 
insistence on understanding the power dynamics of relative mobility: who 
and what may move in relation to which ‘fixed’ people and places. As the 
EU steps increasingly into the role of technical expert, so, too, are scholars 
beginning to take up the challenge of understanding the ways in which 
technologies are increasingly becoming part of the politics of the EU.27 
Recent work on planning at the European level has shed important light on 
the role of infrastructures in shaping EU policy.28 Particularly as the notion 
of ‘network Europe’ gains currency in examining recent configurations of 
the European Union, a more thorough understanding of the complex proc-
esses of building and using transnational networks in Europe over a broader 
period of time can help to construct critical genealogies of such projects 
in order to capture their novelty as well as revealing strong continuities.29 
As Ginette Verstraete notes, artists are beginning to draw upon multiple 
alternative histories of transnational mobility to query current EU infra-
structural agendas.30 Though our tools and goals might differ, surely there 
is room for transnational historians to follow.

The ‘Europe/technology uncertainty principle’ and 
the question of scale

As promising a site as material infrastructures are for exploring European 
stories, they present a number of challenges as well. Infrastructures are, 
once embedded, nearly invisible but also, as Dirk van Laak notes, possess 
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‘a signifying power of sometimes utopian quality’.31 They are deeply politi-
cal and yet often appear to follow ‘neutral’ technological principles. Trying 
to come to grips with the connections between infrastructures and Europe, 
one is quickly faced with what seems to be a paradox, one that came to the 
fore in many discussions surrounding the essays collected here, which we 
call, with playful allusion to Werner Heisenberg, the Europe/technology uncer-
tainty principle. Put simply: the more one explores the grand aims, spatial 
visions and contested projects of Europe that inform the building and medi-
ate the use of transnational systems, the more the unique material aspects 
of the systems fade from view. On the reverse side, the closer one comes 
to understanding the technologies of connection, that is, the mechanisms, 
standards, protocols and conventions that allow systems to connect and 
interoperate, the ‘European’ aspects soon become nebulous, if apparent at 
all. The questions remain as to what makes a system ‘European’, and what 
work ‘Europe’ actually did or does in its creation and/or operation.

Upon closer inspection, this principle is not so much a paradox as a con-
flation of two different, but closely linked, historical processes that inter-
sect within infrastructures. The ‘Europe’ side of the principle looks to the 
mobilizations and appropriations of technologies for a number of projects 
of Europe. We argue in this book that the formal processes of economic 
and political integration normally understood under the term ‘European 
integration’ must be seen as one among many such projects. The ‘technol-
ogy’ side describes the proliferation of systems, standards and practices that 
are part of broader processes of globalization and modernization processes 
more generally, but which also channel mobilities through European spaces 
specifically. These twin processes are also full of contradictions. Projections 
of Europe often cover over disjunctures of systems and spaces, as they do 
in tourist maps showing smooth European networks, even across the ‘Iron 
Curtain’, or in the experiences of cosmopolitan air tourists between the 
World Wars. In other cases, technological systems are often closely inte-
grated in spite of sharp political or economic divisions in spheres, largely 
because they operate outside the notice of those spheres. The League of 
Nations’ Organization for Communications and Transport, for example, 
was in many ways more effective than the body’s political committees, and 
was able not only to achieve international co-operation but also to establish 
general regimes for negotiation.32

The dynamics of our so-called ‘uncertainty principle’ become most appar-
ent when we try to understand them at macro scale, which is the particular 
‘transnational problem’ this volume takes up. Chapter authors were given 
two basic guidelines: they should explore empirically the processes of build-
ing and/or using transnational infrastructures, and how these processes 
related to the shaping, definition, experiences and practices of Europe in 
the twentieth century. Furthermore, studies should not be based around 
national case studies but rather should focus on infrastructure developments 
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at the European scale. The task of studying ‘infrastructures at European 
scale’ is, of course, not straightforward. Precisely because it lacks the rigid 
territorial boundaries and more or less centralized governing institutions of 
nation states, ‘Europe’ is what might be called a notoriously inaccurate scale 
for academic inquiry, particularly when studied over any sort of longer time 
period. Assuming that ‘Europe’ is – and always has been – a discursive con-
struction, the problem begins with the very definition of Europe. As Achim 
Landwehr and Stefanie Stockhorst have shown, the concept of Europe has 
been an object of continuously negotiated meaning for various aims.33 On 
all these dimensions – religious, spatial, political and historical – there are 
multiple definitions of where – or what – Europe is.34 We think that Europe 
might best be characterized as a never-ending story, or – in the words of 
the German sociologist Richard Münch – as an ongoing project.35 Like the 
process of western modernization, so too the process of European integra-
tion – hidden or visible, unintended or planned – was and will be a highly 
contested and conflict-riddled procedure.

Taking up the challenge of the uncertainty principle, we must ask in each 
case whether, when, for whom and to what extent ‘Europe’ is a matter of scal-
ing up from national and/or regional processes, or simply a projected ‘space 
of compensation’ for processes of collective self-reassurances or a ‘horizon of 
expectation’ for transnational identity constructions.36 The always already 
problematic scale of Europe is a constructive site for a more precise interro-
gation of other, more essentialized, scales of the ‘national’ and the ‘global’, 
and enable us to grasp their dynamics and problems more concretely and 
more precisely.37 At the same time, a transnational approach to studying 
infrastructures, as we propose here, can help us to understand stories of 
Europe that transcend issues of scale. As Pierre-Yves Saunier reminds us, the 
promise of the transnational lies not in considering it as 

another scale located near the top of the nested scales, but rather a foray 
that cut[s] through levels and partly shatter[s] their conception as dis-
tinct entities. Accordingly, the transnational perspective allows a direct 
window onto the circulations and connections whose actors and struc-
tures seize these different social spheres, simultaneously or regardless of 
their ‘nested’ order.38

This is particularly the case in considering ‘European integration’. A trans-
national focus on infrastructures does not merely add more threads to the 
already fraught weave of European integration, defined as a political process 
beginning after the Second World War; in fact, it challenges the very defini-
tion of that process while opening several potentially fruitful avenues for 
addressing that challenge. From an external perspective, studying the mate-
rial spread and use of infrastructures provides one means of investigating 
the extent, the limits and the uses of systems that pass for European. From 
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the point of view of network design and planning, for example, Turkey (at 
least as far as Istanbul) has been more closely involved in many ‘European’ 
networks than many nations whose ‘European-ness’ has been far less the 
subject of debate.39 Moreover, as Dirk van Laak’s chapter in this volume 
shows, the imperial logics at work in early cross-border infrastructure devel-
opment argued against a notion of Europe as a natural unit of infrastructural 
connection. In the wake of the two World Wars, Europe came increasingly 
to be seen as an unruly administrative unit that could be addressed with 
similar technocratic projects of spatial reordering.

By looking to realms of international and transnational co-operation 
that are overlooked in historical accounts that focus on the nation state, 
the studies here thus also highlight new power dynamics between institu-
tions, nations and individuals. Following the processes of infrastructural 
development can give us valuable insights into the extent to which spaces 
have been re-territorialized, and how. As Patrick Kammerer’s essay here 
shows, the emergence and recognition of a protected European market 
space played a vital role in the struggle over standards for mobile telephony. 
At the same time, following the institutions and long-term plans for infra-
structure building in Europe also reveals that many of the present biases 
toward Western Europe in the processes of formal European integration 
have predecessors from before the World Wars. To a certain extent, follow-
ing these transnational actors has necessarily carried this geographical bias 
over into this book. However, this allows us to cast a precise eye on how 
power was exerted within these technical forums and see how apparently 
less powerful or ‘central’ nations and actors were able to use them to exert 
specific forms of power, often by softening their own territorial regimes to 
better channel infrastructural flows. Furthermore, by opening up the defi-
nition of integration, we also created the groundwork for exploring integra-
tive processes from other regions and regimes, particularly those of Central 
and Eastern Europe.40

It is also important to recognize that infrastructures pose their own chal-
lenges of definition and scale. They are often understood, both in some aca-
demic discourse and everyday common sense, as hard-wired structures that 
slowly evolve, interlink and expand – and occasionally decay.41 But they also 
present a far more protean face to users and academic observers alike. Their 
very definition proves problematic, if we accept that infrastructural systems 
are composed as much of institutions, routines and discursive practices as 
of material artefacts. Furthermore, the linkages of multiple systems, such as 
railways and electrical systems, or the growing links between broadcasting 
and road systems, make it difficult to define where a single ‘infrastructure’ 
starts and stops.42 As Paul Edwards suggests, infrastructures are most easily 
defined negatively, as those systems without which modern life does not 
function.43 This means that infrastructures can never be defined simply in 
material terms of what they are, but only in terms of what they do, and as 
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such, they can only be understood in terms of the social structures and cul-
tural meanings in which they function.

Edwards fruitfully argues that infrastructures can be – and indeed must 
be – studied at multiple scales to fully grasp their often contradictory 
 dynamics.44 Dramatic change at one scale often goes unnoticed at higher or 
lower scales. On the other hand, particularly at major nodes or linking points 
such as the Channel Tunnel, the Öresund bridge or the Gotthardt Tunnel, 
the presence of local, national, ‘European’ and global systems becomes vis-
ible simultaneously, in often problematic relation to each  other.45 Among 
urban historians, infrastructures have long provided a means of tracing 
the complex interconnections and power relations of the city.46 Indeed, as 
Graham and Marvin have pointed out, such systems can also ‘splinter’ the 
very cities, nations or continents they appear to hold together.47 It follows 
from this that, if we take ‘Europe’ as an actor category, the various trans-
national networks that crisscross, intersect and help to define it cannot 
be treated any differently. To suggest this does not downplay the impor-
tance, the obduracy or what Bruno Latour would call the ‘agency’ of mate-
rial systems in shaping social relations, practices and spaces.48 Nor does it 
de-emphasize the intersections between such systems and the struggles for 
power over and through them. On the contrary, it calls us to examine pre-
cisely these issues, but it insists that we also consider a broader range of 
actors (human and non-human), arenas and struggles if we are to capture 
the ‘European’ dimensions of infrastructures. The building of new tech-
nologies has often been accompanied by visions of connectivity and social 
transformation that went well beyond the boundaries of both nations and 
contemporary technological and/or economic feasibility. At the same time, 
many infrastructural ‘networks’ would not have been considered as such 
by engineers at all, but were disparate systems that were only ‘linked’ by 
regimes of use and representation, such as tourism.49 Following such proc-
esses gives us insight into the way that transnational networks have been 
appropriated and made to signify in terms of Europe.

The goal of this volume is not to provide a ‘Copenhagen interpretation’ 
of this problem, that is, to present an overarching model for explaining the 
complex dynamics of infrastructures and European integration.50 Indeed, 
we would argue that the shifting contexts, scales and processes we describe 
here would preclude such models, and that the varying approaches of 
our authors would rapidly undermine the effort. Instead, we seek here to 
 highlight important sites where these complex dynamics become apparent, 
and show how multidisciplinary inquiry can begin to come to terms with 
them historically by holding them in tension with one another. With this 
in mind, we propose here two basic concepts for coming to terms with this 
challenge: mediating interfaces and events. We conceive of these as  frameworks 
of time and space that allow us to bring the stories of technology and of 
Europe into the same narrative frame. In laying out these concepts, our goal 
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is not merely to introduce the chapters assembled here, but also to make a 
programmatic call, together with our assembled authors, for work that will 
go even further in untangling the stories of technological infrastructures 
and Europe.

Infrastructures as mediating interfaces

Infrastructures mediate. They are structures ‘in between’ that allow things, 
people and signs to travel across space by means of more or less standardized 
paths and protocols for conversion or translation. Thinking of infrastruc-
tures as mediating interfaces, that is, as points of interaction and translation 
on material, institutional and discursive levels allows us to get to the heart 
of the dynamics we seek to capture. Points of mediation at the material 
level can be found in ‘gateways’ between systems, such as the standard-
ized shipping container (developed in part through international organiza-
tions such as the International Union of Railways) or the variable-axle train 
(recently developed to solve the long-standing difference in railway gauge 
between French and Spanish railways), which allow incompatible systems to 
be linked and expanded.51 Such gateways, as Edwards et al. remind us, can-
not be seen as ‘merely’ material, but rather ‘as combining a technical solu-
tion with a social choice, i.e. a standard, both of which must be integrated 
into existing users’ communities of practice’.52 In other words, such material 
mediation almost always requires social or institutional mediators, which 
we can understand as the institutions and individuals who work among 
those institutions to govern and shape infrastructural use.53 Not all system 
mediators are those who build and govern systems; actors such as advertis-
ers, educational bodies and consumer groups have often played important 
roles in shaping the design, meaning and use of infrastructures.54 Finally, 
we may conceive of infrastructures themselves as media in the common-
sense understanding of the word, as systems that structure relations and 
transmit images and signs across distances. Railways, for example, surround 
travellers with signs that frame travel in terms of state authority (insignias 
of national railways), class, national landscapes, and so on.55 These aspects 
are not peripheral but central and integral to the meaning and experience 
of using the railways. Besides channelling and shaping such messages, infra-
structures also acquire symbolic meanings of their own, as in the ambigu-
ous symbolism of trains we pointed to at the start of this chapter.56

Viewing infrastructures as mediating interfaces in a number of interac-
tions thus allows us to see how the material, institutional and discursive 
structures fit together. A look at broadcast infrastructures can exemplify 
this. On the material level, transmitters, networks of relay stations, cables and 
satellite dishes are evidence of Europe as a technically connected commu-
nication space. Because of the differing line and colour standards between 
Germany and France, points for signal conversion have long played a key 
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part in such networks. On the institutional level, European broadcasting 
institutions such as the European Broadcasting Union, and telecom institu-
tions such as the Conférence Européenne des Administrations des Postes et 
des Télécommunications (CEPT) and the International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU), have created crucial gateways for transnational interaction, 
on the technical and juridical level as well as on the level of intercultural 
communication. This institutional level stands for Europe as a social space. 
Combining the material and institutional approach with a discursive analy-
sis of the transmitted and received contents of broadcast programmes means 
investigating the tensions between the intent of transmitting European 
sounds and images and their individual and creative appropriation. Sonic 
and visual icons of European broadcasting, like the ceremonial pomp of the 
Eurovision hymn, attempt to imbue the realm of technical connection with 
meaning as a European cultural space.

Less overtly communicative infrastructures can be approached in the 
same way. In Barbara Bonhage’s chapter on the Eurocheque system, for 
example, a number of banks in Europe, fearing competition from the 
United States, attempted to create a system of payments that would compete 
technologically. They created the Eurocheque, which was a paper ‘gateway’ 
that allowed currency to be transferred between the banking and retail-
ing systems in different countries. This defined a ‘European’ – or at least 
‘Eurocheque’ – space that was at once a space of material circulation (where 
the cheques/funds move), a space of institutional governance and a discur-
sive construction (a protected market or a business/tourist zone). The mate-
riality of the system proved to be its downfall, as the volume of paper to 
be dealt with as the system grew more popular with increasingly mobile 
banking customers. At the institutional level, the Swiss banking association 
was able to help push for closer collaboration between banks, and indeed 
the development of such a system on the Western European scale helped to 
create a platform for developing further European mass payment systems. 
At the discursive level, the desire to define Europe defensively against the 
US in banking circles played a vital part in being able to establish the sys-
tem, while the very name on the cheque helped to define the mobility of its 
international users as European. By tracing these varying levels of media-
tion carefully over time, the complicated and often contradictory dynamics 
of Europe and infrastructures begins to become visible.

‘Eventing’ European infrastructures

As we have seen, the material, institutional and discursive aspects of infra-
structures ‘interact’ in various forms. But how can we as historians make 
these various processes visible at the same time? We think that this can 
best be done by focusing on what we call European infrastructural events. 
These we define as extraordinary occurrences that bring multiple elements 
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and levels of infrastructures into view and reconfirm and/or reorganize the 
relations between them. Classic types of event are moments of linking, as 
in the building of a bridge or tunnel, or indeed moments of failure, as in the 
major electric system failures in 2003 and 2006. What distinguishes events 
from everyday experiences is the fact that they call attention to forms of 
mediated participation and are often highly ritualized. Preparing, organ-
izing, staging and transmitting (live) a programme such as the ‘Eurovision 
song contest’ to millions of people in Europe and abroad means transform-
ing a concrete historical moment into a European event, a ceremonial occa-
sion for the affirmation of ‘Europe’ as a cultural space.57 But, following the 
reasoning of the British anthropologist and media sociologist Nick Couldry, 
these phenomena of ‘transnational communion’ through infrastructures are 
privileged moments not because they are expressions of a Europe that really 
exists, but because they reveal the mythical construction of the mediated 
centre (Europe) at its most intense.58 Our experience of Europe is of course 
not limited to these extravagant and rather infrequent moments of medi-
ated participation. As sociologists have argued, our ‘event society’ is deeply 
shaped by numerous unspectacular, everyday experiences of technologies 
and infrastructures, often characterized by routinized and unconscious 
forms of action.59 The real challenge here is how to describe or analyse these 
habitual interactions with technical infrastructures as ‘European’ without 
inscribing the theoretical horizon of expectation (our research question) 
into the materiality of the objects of study (infrastructures) or the mental 
disposition of their users. The Eurostar high-speed train is covered with 
markers of its ‘European-ness’, and taking it is often an ‘eventful’ occur-
rence for passengers, but does the trip under the Channel really produce a 
sense of ‘European-ness’ in passengers’ minds? From personal observation, 
we note that encounters between travellers in the supposedly ‘cosmopoli-
tan’ environment of the Eurostar train can just as well reinforce national 
stereotypes and prejudices. For regular travellers, by contrast, the whole 
process is mostly ‘uneventful’. Being alert to these dynamics of eventful-
ness in technical encounters can help us to read them in such a way as to 
understand the complicated ways that infrastructures allow people to do 
‘European’ things.

As both grand-scale events, like the song competition, and the smaller-
scale example of the Eurostar journey can reveal, events are also character-
ized by actors within them (human or otherwise) performing. That is to say, 
they step into a recognized role that emphasizes specific aspects of their 
appearance. As the anthropologist Bryan Pfaffenberger has argued, we can 
view processes of infrastructural development as ‘technological dramas’:

To emphasize the metaphor of drama, too, is to employ a richer metaphor 
than text. It is to emphasize the performative nature of technological 
‘statements’ and ‘counterstatements’, which involve the creation of scenes 
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(contexts), in which actors (designers, artefacts, and users) play out their 
fabricated roles with regard to a set of envisioned purposes (and before 
an audience), and it is also to emphasize that the discourse involved is 
not the argumentative and academic discourse of a text but the symbolic 
media of myth (in which scepticism is suspended) and ritual (in which 
human actions are mythically patterned in controlled social spaces).60

During dramatic European events, actors make use of a well known pro- 
or anti-European rhetorical toolbox either to laud artefacts or systems as 
symbolic performances of European spirit and unity, or to corral European 
dreams into secure national or regional borders. Eve Darien-Smith has 
shown how, at the eventful birth of the Channel Tunnel, the EU anachronis-
tically appropriated it as a flagship project of the Trans-European Transport 
Network (TEN-T), and the Thatcher government appropriated it on the 
national stage as an economically pragmatic internationalist, and nation-
ally glorious, accomplishment. To many who were much less visible on the 
international stage, it was a blatant loss of sovereignty to an overbearing 
Frenchified European Union and ‘the rape of Kent, the garden of England’.61 
The more specialized arenas of technical experts, such as the annual meet-
ings of international organizations, can also be read as European events, 
where power is expressed through performance. Representatives of smaller 
or less powerful nations, in particular, have often been able to use the per-
formances of technical expertise or European unity to position themselves 
more centrally on the European stage. As we argued more generally above, 
these often contradictory or ambiguous discourses on European technologi-
cal events are not just rhetorical ‘background music’ to the somehow more 
‘real’ material or political systems; instead, both the material and the dis-
cursive elements of such events play equally key parts in understanding 
what the technology does. European technological events are expressions 
par excellence of dramatic narratives, melding the fractious ingredients into 
a highly complex and intricate story. By looking to more visible ‘eventful’ 
moments, we begin also to gain insight into the ways in which ‘normal’ 
meanings of Europe have been constructed, internalized, reactivated and 
renegotiated over time.

Structure of the book

To capture the dynamic transnational stories bound up in European infra-
structures, we have chosen a structure that augments the lengthier chap-
ters addressing the building and use of transnational infrastructures with a 
series of short ‘biographies’ of things, people, ideas and symbols that have 
circulated through them in various ways. These biographies both illustrate 
the transnational trajectories of the material, social and cultural forces 
that work through technologies to shape them.62 The book begins with a 
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trio of essays that complicate common understandings of the relationships 
between ideas of Europe and transnational infrastructures by opening. In 
the first essay, Dirk van Laak explores infrastructural links between Europe 
and Africa to reveal the multiple ways in which projects for European net-
work integration were entwined with imperial projects. Van Laak shows 
that ‘Eurafrica’ was either implicitly or explicitly a consistent project for 
network plans from the age of imperialism until well after decolonization. 
He suggests that much of the expertise and ideas that had gone into colo-
nial projects before the war was turned inward into the project of European 
integration after the war. Alexander Badenoch’s chapter analyses the impor-
tant symbolic role played by infrastructures in constructing ideas of Europe. 
He analyses network maps as a means of creating standardized knowledge 
that reconciles spaces of technological circulation with ideas of territory, 
arguing that networks and territories mythically construct each other. 
Such representations not only reflect perceptions of networks in relation 
to Europe, but can be seen as performances where meanings of Europe and 
infrastructures have been constructed and contested. Johan Schot’s chapter 
rounds out the section, exploring the links between infrastructural devel-
opment and the  post-Second World War processes of European integration 
by tracing the complex position of the transport and energy sectors in early 
movements toward political integration. He shows how these sectors were 
already governed by groups of ‘technocratic internationalist’ experts (a term 
he coined with Vincent Lagendijk63), who integrated these sectors while 
deliberately keeping them outside the formal European institutional struc-
tures. He argues that focusing on state actors as the sole force in European 
integration has led to a fundamental misunderstanding of the process as 
unidirectional and stemming from central European institutions. The focus 
on infrastructures allows an expanded concept of integration that takes 
multi-centred governance and processes of fragmentation into considera-
tion. The section’s two biographies highlight the non-material functions of 
infrastructures in projects of European integration. Frank Schipper’s discus-
sion of the various debates surrounding the ‘capital city’ of Europe shows 
how visions of networkedness played key roles in arguments for specific 
cities – and also in the construction of the polynuclear capital. Waqar Zaidi 
describes the role of the technology in the thoughts of early theorists of 
integration, David Mitrany and Ernst Haas.

In the second section, essays explore the processes of transnational 
mediation that have gone into constructing infrastructural networks. They 
pay particular attention to the mutual construction of material systems 
and the shaping of institutional actors and arenas. Schipper, Lagendijk 
and Anastasiadou describe the work of the Technical Committee for 
Communications and Transport (OCT) of the League of Nations. By look-
ing at the long-ignored work of its three subcommittees, they show how 
‘Europe’ emerged in OCT efforts as both the focus of their technical efforts 
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and a realm in which they could be effective. In so doing, they re-evaluate 
the narrative of the League’s ‘failure’ and point to the ways in which it was 
able to lay important groundwork for successful international co-operation 
in the future. Erik van der Vleuten shows how a number of existing transna-
tional systems were linked to form a new complex network for food delivery 
on a European scale. He explores in particular the role of the United Nations 
Economic Committee in Europe’s working party on perishable foodstuffs 
to show how they conceived of and implemented a network for the circula-
tion of food in Europe. He shows how they used the notion of ‘perishable 
foods’ in a number of different policy arenas to attempt to build what he 
calls a ‘second order’ system. Carefully studying the results of this, he also 
reveals the fragmented contours of a number of different ‘food Europes’ that 
emerged in spite of the connections that were made. Both of these chap-
ters, like Schot’s chapter, reveal the power of existing European networks 
of experts in the infrastructural sector that limited or aided the efficacy 
of political actors. The biographies in this section all examine the ideas of 
such experts. Christian Henrich-Franke’s discussion of European ‘found-
ing father’ Louis Armand highlights Armand’s embrace of technology as 
an important sphere of integration. The importance of common visions 
in such holding together expert networks is shown by Vincent Lagendijk’s 
biography of Oskar Oliven’s inter-war plan for a European electricity grid, 
which, though never built, has remained an important touchstone in engi-
neering communities to the present day.

Two further case studies in this section look at the development of network 
standards. In each of these cases, the changing frameworks of European 
integration (intended in its broader sense) played a profound, and often 
unexpected, role in the rise, transformation and/or demise of the systems in 
question. Barbara Bonhage looks at the harmonization of payment systems 
among banks in Europe through the Eurocheque system. In an interesting 
double narrative, she shows on the one hand how the example of the United 
States led bankers in a number of European countries to join together to cre-
ate a viable ‘domestic’ competitor. Patrick Kammerer tells a story of multiple 
expansions of the GSM standard, which took place as various national actors 
‘discovered’ the expanded – and yet protected – market space of Europe. 
Colonizing this space technologically by creating a European standard, in 
turn, helped to define a European space in other ways – for the users of 
mobile phones as well as network providers – which then in turn helped 
the ‘European’ standard to ‘go global’. Leonard Laborie’s short biography 
of the French telecom pioneer Georges Valensi complements – and compli-
cates – these two chapters together nicely, showing how Valensi’s transat-
lantic experience marked both his national and international dealings with 
various standards for communication.

The papers in the third section emphasize the performances of Europe 
that have taken place through transnational infrastructures. In particular, 
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they all point to the tensions and disjunctions between the material and 
institutional processes of linking and co-ordinating, and some of the event-
ful performances built upon such linkages. Andreas Fickers and Suzanne 
Lommers look at the creation of a number of ‘European’ events created 
through European broadcasting federations at various points in the twenti-
eth century. They highlight the very different, and often conflicting, notions 
of nations and Europe that have gone into these events at the material, insti-
tutional and discursive levels, and point to how the creation of such events 
has shaped practices of both transmitters and receivers. Nil Disco highlights 
the various negotiations and performances of Europe that surrounded engi-
neering projects on the ‘natural’ infrastructures of rivers. Such visions and 
performances of a unified Europe, he suggests, represent a key mechanism 
by which ‘committed spectators’ at specific points on a river can influence 
actions in arenas over which they have no formal control. Eda Kranakis 
finally brings together material, institutional and discursive layers of infra-
structures to highlight a similar disjunction between the pragmatic, com-
petitive and often fragmenting international politics that went into shaping 
the institutions and routes of early civil aviation on the one hand, and the 
performed narratives of a cosmopolitan European identity that informed 
the experience of air tourism on the other. In particular, she shows the pos-
sibilities, as well as the limits, of such newfound mobilities on a continent 
ruled largely by nations pursuing policies of ‘hegemonic nationalism’. The 
final two biographies bring these ideas together to look at the ways in which 
imagined present and future Europes were ‘materialized’ into artefacts: the 
dream of distant travel into radio station scales in the piece by Andreas 
Fickers, and the ‘good atom’, the short-lived hope of a safe and atomically 
united Europe permanently inscribed on Brussels’ Atomium. By learning to 
read such stories of Europe in technology, we can begin to unpack the com-
plicated and fragmented stories of technology and Europe.
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Detours around Africa: The 
Connection between Developing 
Colonies and Integrating Europe
Dirk van Laak

The aim of this chapter is to trace the transformation of the notion of 
‘Eurafrica’ from the time of European imperialism up to the era of decolo-
nization and the start of European integration. The idea that Europe and 
Africa should naturally be linked via expanding infrastructures was an 
important part of many imperial and infrastructural visions in the nine-
teenth century. The end of European colonial rule in Africa since the 1950s 
only appeared at first to be ‘abandoning’ the Europe-Africa connections. 
In fact, a belief that Europeans could offer superior technology to ‘under-
developed’ countries lingered on. An almost religious belief in the ability 
to ‘modernize’ backward countries focused primarily on ‘infrastructure’, 
a term that was introduced into the political vocabulary precisely at that 
point in time. The term circumscribed the implementation of ‘basic works’ 
and comprised everything that was regarded as essential for ‘opening up’ 
territories and developing economies and societies alike; usually it was con-
ceived as a public enterprise.1

In what follows I will argue that infrastructures form a hidden link 
between Europe and Africa, which in turn represent a historical link between 
the age of European imperialism and the age of an integrated Europe. This 
link was neither primarily political nor economical in nature, but rather 
‘technocratic’. Since the early nineteenth century, when Claude Henri de 
Saint-Simon, Michel Chevalier, Friedrich List and other ‘technocrats’ rec-
ommended the creation of a ‘United States of Europe’, ‘infrastructure’ was 
often meant to cut through the Gordian knot of political co-ordination by 
means of material accomplishments. Technocracy usually claims a primacy 
of rational and efficient organization as a means of approaching political, 
social and cultural agendas.2 With their ‘hidden’ agendas, infrastructures 
were distinguished tools of technocratic efforts to integrate territories and 
societies alike. During the 1950s, institutions of European co-operation as 
well as late colonial development programmes were described as breeding 
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grounds for technocracy.3 Furthermore, it is striking how the independent 
nation states of Nasser, Nehru, Nkrumah, Nyerere and others applied the 
same high-modernist notions to map territories, people and resources and 
make them ‘legible’ for use as ‘raw material’ for ambitious planning and 
‘rational’ development. The ‘technocratic’ goals here were to exercise con-
trol, improve revenues and coerce their young but ‘backward’ nations into 
modernity.4

This chapter will return to the roots of the European colonial enterprise 
and discuss how the confrontation with Africa helped to shape a common 
European identity. The focus then will shift to infrastructure as a tool to 
exercise colonial control, to foster colonial development and finally to 
retain material links between Europe and Africa. Since the late nineteenth 
century the idea of ‘Eurafrica’ reappeared time and again as a guiding 
theme of a common future of two complementary continents, most promi-
nently voiced by technocrats. I will suggest that the apparently apolitical 
face of ‘Eurafrica’ both impeded its realization but, at the same time, was 
a prerequisite for the continuing fascination it held on both sides of the 
Mediterranean.

Opening up

As a political and cultural unit, ‘Europe’ was usually constructed in con-
trast to challenges from what was defined as ‘non-European’. The ‘orien-
tal’ Persians were faced by the ‘European’ Greeks, Islam by the ‘Christian 
community’ or the Turks by the combined occidental forces. European 
overseas expansion, starting in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, was 
marked not only by confrontations with ‘the others’ but by the definition 
of a common ‘European mission’ abroad. Spreading Christianity served as 
a strong legitimizing agency to subdue foreign societies, and Christianity 
was increasingly seen as synonymous with European civilization in gen-
eral. Modern European colonialism was marked by its use of technological 
resources to conquer territories, open them up and develop an economy 
producing ‘goods’ and ‘wealth’.

Within the nineteenth century Africa was subjected to European rule. At 
that time the technological gap between indigenous Africans and Europeans 
was wider than ever. Steamships allowed colonizers to infiltrate the inner 
territories by using the great rivers as gateways. Later on railways were built 
to connect different colonies and lay the foundations for economic exploi-
tation. Because of the European technological and medical predominance, 
conquering foreign territories became an enterprise of little risk and relatively 
little investment in human and material capital.5 Religious justifications 
were gradually replaced by the motive of bringing ‘civilization’ to indig-
enous peoples, which increasingly meant creating the necessary precondi-
tions for a European concept of ‘labour’ and ‘productivity’.6 Consequently 
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people in Latin America, Asia or Africa often were regarded as ‘lazy’ or living 
in a state of ‘historical decline’, whereas Europeans, by contrast, could boast 
to themselves about their material and cultural achievements.

Accordingly, imperialism entailed building infrastructures of a European 
economy and an administration comparable to that of the industrialized 
nations. Prior to the First World War all European colonial nations shifted 
towards a distinct policy of ‘colonial development’. ‘Science,’ British impe-
rial historian Robert Seeley stated in 1883, ‘has given to the political organ-
ism a new circulation, which is steam, and a new nervous system, which is 
electricity. These new conditions make it necessary to reconsider the whole 
colonial problem.’7 This was just one among countless statements character-
izing a common European ideology of opening up and developing foreign 
territories, material and ‘human’ resources.8 If it ever makes sense to name a 
‘religion of technology’ it does so for the material ‘civilizing mission’ of the 
European colonizers.9

Since the late nineteenth century many Europeans considered Africa a 
‘natural supplement’ to Europe, and a particular ‘Eurafrican’ affiliation 
was evoked for the first time.10 In 1884/85 the Berlin Congo Conference 
convoked by German chancellor Otto von Bismarck marked the formal 
starting point for a common European endeavour to establish a geopo-
litically integrated Euro-African continent. The pioneering idea of a ‘Free 
State of Congo’ conceived as a zone of free trade and transport, however, 
was thwarted by Belgian king Leopold II’s ambition to exploit this area 
exclusively.11 In the age of imperialism, internationalism and chauvinistic 
nationalism often overlapped and came into conflict with each other, pre-
venting the ‘Eurafrican idea’ from being materialized. At the same time, a 
great deal of co-operation actually took place among European colonizers. 
Institutions such as the ‘Institut Colonial International’ in Brussels, which 
grew out of the early nineteenth-century European abolition movement, 
became an intellectual spearhead of the movement toward a less chauvinis-
tic and more ‘rational’ model of colonialism.12

‘Us’ and ‘Them’

What exactly did ‘European’ mean in colonial contexts? The answer funda-
mentally depends on the level, or scale, at which one addresses the question. 
Usually, different ‘identities’ coexisted within each of the colonizers, each 
becoming apparent within different contexts:

1. At an individual level colonizers abroad were quite flexible in defining 
their ‘identity’ according to individual dispositions, situations or cir-
cumstances. At this level, ‘European’ was most often synonymous with 
the ‘white race’, especially with respect to the allegedly all-too-obviously 
backward people of Africa.



30 Dirk van Laak

2. At the level of national institutions and societies, colonial enterprises never 
really were joint imperial adventures but appealed just to minor, however 
powerful and vociferous, social fractions within these societies instead. 
Chauvinistic as modern nationalism could be, there always were indi-
viduals or groups that emphatically argued against colonialism from 
humanitarian perspectives. After all, they increasingly succeeded in forc-
ing colonialists to justify their efforts to the public.13

3. At the level of nations in the era of imperialism – understood less as 
administrative units than as cultural or even racial entities – ability to 
colonize was often understood as a distinct national feature. Rivalry 
between European colonizers was marked by competing methods of 
colonization. However, up to 1914 no major wars between European 
nations stemmed directly from colonial disputes. But the tensions built 
up by imperial rivalry eventually contributed to the outbreak of the First 
World War.

4. At the transnational level there was a lot of mutuality among the 
‘European’ colonizers, especially when conflicts and opposition arose, as 
could be observed during the Boxer War in China in 1900/01. The more 
independence entered the political agenda, especially after US president 
Woodrow Wilson in 1918 had proclaimed peoples’ right of self-deter-
mination, the more Europeans were inclined to view colonization as a 
common enterprise, regardless of national rivalries. Co-operative and 
technocratic approaches were especially suggestive.

5. Finally, European colonialism fundamentally contributed to ‘globaliza-
tion’. It depends, however, on how one defines ‘imperialism’ whether or 
not one concludes that the era of imperialism really came to an end after 
the First World War or in the interwar years. Seen from the perspective 
of foreign policy, there are some good reasons to claim there was a suc-
cessive termination of European colonialism. Seen from the angle of the 
economy, there is much less reason to do so. Seen from the perspective of 
infrastructural development throughout the world, this claim makes no 
sense at all. Following these processes, the period of decolonization can 
be seen as constituting an era of transition to ‘globalization’, but even 
then this can only be understood as a multilayered process of mutual 
influence.14

Trojan horses

From the early twentieth century onward, colonization understood as 
conquering territories and resources was increasingly – but not entirely – 
replaced by a form of colonization understood as developing territories and 
societies towards integration into world economy. This primarily meant 
building infrastructures for traffic and communication as well as education 
and health. The aim of ‘Europeanizing’ the rest of the world was inscribed 
into all ‘colonial development’ plans commencing after the First World War. 
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They did not necessarily rest upon military control, which often ended up 
in violence.15 Instead, ‘development’ came more and more to be seen as an 
offer to indigenous peoples. In fact, it was increasingly demanded by them – 
or at least by those who were educated in a ‘European’ sense.16

Railways, the figurehead of the Industrial Revolution in Europe, were 
pivotal in discussions about ‘colonial development’. As Davis and Wilburn 
argue:

Steel rails had a capacity for transforming the societies through which 
they ran and for spreading imperial influence in their domestic affairs. 
[ ... They] clearly had a propensity for integrating and annexing territory, 
for monopolizing its resources, and for pre-empting the future of great 
stretches of country. All these implications, it is suggested, gave rise to a 
distinctive type of railway imperialism, which added a new dimension to 
European expansion and projected it to a higher pitch of intensity over a 
vastly extended range.17

The African railway system never came close to the Indian system built 
by the British colonizers. But the projected Cape-to-Cairo railway line con-
ceived by the ‘empire-builder’ Cecil Rhodes and the French Trans-Saharan 
railway line sparked extensive discussions among imperialists.18 The ‘iron 
horse’ was accurately viewed as a ‘Trojan horse’ of European influence. 
Creation of other infrastructures like streets, harbours, schools, medical 
care systems, telephone and telegraph lines, water supply and sewage sys-
tems had far-reaching effects in everyday life in European colonies as well. 
Building imperial infrastructures thus became a prime instrument to evoke 
an economy of a European archetype and to control colonial societies more 
efficiently.19 Conversely, much of the wealth that was drawn from the colo-
nies was invested into building new modern infrastructures in Europe.

Colonial development and geopolitics

The common ground of European interests in Africa had been shattered 
during the First World War. Germany was ousted from its African colonies, 
and African soldiers were involved in the fierce battles among Europeans.20 
In the long run, the war turned out to be a critical turning point of mod-
ern colonialism. Many Europeans anticipated that the European ‘civil war’ 
entailed the exposure of the European myth of superiority. Cultural inter-
preters already envisioned the dominance of the ‘white race’ being threat-
ened by the ‘coloured’ people.21 In 1914 Europe had put its power at risk and 
eventually lost a lot of its importance in world politics.

Between the wars, the French, Dutch, Belgian, Portuguese and British 
 colonial administrations increasingly embarked on ‘mise en valeur’ or 
‘colonial development’ programmes.22 Their common aim was to make 
the colonies more profitable. The burdened European economies became 
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increasingly dependent on future returns for their colonial investments 
and also on colonial resources. Long-ranging development plans were pro-
claimed, and colonial administrations, seeking to optimize management 
‘scientifically’, also favoured ‘technocratic’ approaches to get quick revenues. 
Political and economic theories began to conceptualize colonies at least as 
‘self-supporting’, if not profitable, for the metropolitan economies. At the 
same time, in article 22 of its constitution, the League of Nations redefined 
colonialism as a ‘trusteeship’ and viewed colonies as transient ‘mandates’ 
rather than perpetual European properties. Consequently, colonies became 
laboratories for ‘social engineering’ projects and technocratic development 
programmes.23

But once more internationalism and chauvinistic nationalism intersected 
and retarded the realization of plans that proposed the development of 
Africa as a common European enterprise. However, ‘Eurafrica’ still served 
as a strong vision to all representatives of a future European integration. 
Richard Count Coudenhove-Kalergi, for instance, suggested the inclusion of 
parts of Africa into a ‘Pan-European’ continent.24 Herman Soergel, a German 
draughtsman, in 1928 designed an ambitious plan which comprised almost 
everything European ‘technocrats’ at this time hoped for: his ‘Atlantropa’ 
concept suggested building a large dam at the Straits of Gibraltar and let-
ting the Mediterranean Sea evaporate gradually to a level of almost 100 
metres lower. This, so Soergel reckoned, would give European engineers and 
architects the opportunity to connect Europe and Africa by means of land, 
infrastructures, economy and politics alike, and to integrate a Eurafrican 
continent being comparably powerful with America and Asia.25 ‘History’, 
Soergel proclaimed, ‘left Africa as a full and almost untouched savings bank 
for the Europeans and their technology.’26

Most ‘Eurafrican’ conceptions nourished between the wars were less ambi-
tious – and none was equally ‘technocratic’ in nature. In a period of fierce 
nationalism, however, ‘Atlantropa’ was far from high on any agenda, and 
stood little chance of being taken up.27 But many visionaries of European 
integration, and namely those proposing a French–German rapprochement, 
thought about redeveloping the idea of a common European engagement in 
Africa. The League of Nations and the International Labour Organisation 
with its president Albert Thomas more than once acted on this suggestion 
and contributed plans for ‘Eurafrican’ enterprises.28

In all these plans, the adjacent African continent was still expected 
to serve as an overflow space for surplus European energies. The First 
World War had shown how such energies became destructive and turned 
towards Europeans themselves. But many experts believed European vital-
ity could be made useful again by applying it to constructive tasks beyond 
the scope of what isolated nation states could achieve. Consequently, 
Africa acted as an extension of Europe that should re-establish the bal-
ance among colonial and non-colonial powers. However, in the age of the 
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Great Depression and the obvious decline of the free market economy, 
these ideas were rivalled by spatial projects such as ‘meso-regional blocks’ 
in central Europe and building self-sufficient groups of nations that would 
complement each other economically and politically.29 But these ideas of 
European integration were later instrumentalized for projects to establish 
Fascist or ‘Aryan’ hegemony and were additionally tainted by German 
and Italian geopolitical speculations in Africa during the late 1930s and 
the Second World War.30

Eurafrica

In an interview he gave in 1951 the Senegalese president Léopold Sédar 
Senghor refused to accept that Africa should serve as a sacrifice for a 
French–German rapprochement after the Second World War.31 He argued 
that European integration should not make detours around Africa. Senghor 
added that Africa actually was a ‘natural addition’ to Europe. ‘Eurafrica’, 
however, should not look like the totalitarian ‘Eurafrica’ that Hitler had 
envisioned, but more like a democratic and brotherly association.32 All early 
manifestations of forging a common (West) European alliance, the Pact 
of Brussels in 1948, the OEEC and the Hague Congress of Europe, had all 
indeed referred to the necessity to include the ‘overseas territories’ (as they 
were usually called now instead of ‘colonies’).33 The Schuman Plan of 1950, 
on which Senghor was commenting, took up several initiatives of the inter-
war and post-war period. In focusing on coal and steel, the plan was meant 
to curb the former European enemy’s ability to rearm. At his presentation 
of the plan on 9 May 1950, the French foreign minister notably added that 
‘Europe then will be better equipped to pursue one of its eminent tasks: the 
development of the African continent.’34

The plan was further developed in 1952 with the Strasbourg Plan, which 
conceived of the Economic Commission of the Council of Europe; this 
addressed the British Commonwealth as well. European countries, like Italy 
or Germany, no longer in the colonial game would be allowed to invest in 
colonized territories and take part in the acquisition of capital, technology, 
equipment and labour in Africa.35 The plan did not materialize; national 
interests were still predominant over European supra-nationalism. In partic-
ular, French–British antagonism with respect to their leading role in Europe 
after 1945 lingered on.36 A European Army Plan failed as well.37 The role of 
the United States, however, was decisive: it successively replaced the former 
European colonial powers in Indochina (Vietnam) and Africa (the Congo) 
in order to safeguard its strategic resources in the growing Cold War, but 
it refused to support outright colonialism.38 Since the proclamation of the 
‘Point Four’ Program by President Harry S. Truman in 1948, it granted 
development aid instead and focused on building infrastructures for a ‘take 
off into self-sustained growth39’. Backed by the United Nations and other 
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international agencies, the US development programmes kept on spreading 
the high-modernist notion of sparking ‘modernization’ in underdeveloped 
countries by laying the groundwork not just for a ‘Western’ economy but 
subsequently for liberal and democratic societies as well. Here, the European 
‘civilizing mission’ overlapped with Cold War strategies and was gradu-
ally ‘Americanized’ by further stressing technological imperatives.40 The 
American way of development also helped to curtail the colonial appear-
ance of European engagement in Africa.

Fuelled by various Cold War ambitions to battle an allegedly ‘exter-
nal’ influence of political Islam, and to curb the spread of communism 
and separatist quests for autonomy, Europeans took up several plans for 
Africa already nourished in the interwar period.41 Still the continent was 
claimed as a European sphere of influence. In 1945 Great Britain renewed 
its ‘Colonial Development and Welfare Act’, and installed a ‘Colonial 
Development Corporation’ in 1948. In Tanganyika, for instance, the 
‘Overseas Food Corporation’ sought to meet the British need for fat by plant-
ing groundnuts on a large scale, but eventually failed.42 In 1946 France 
established a ‘Commission de Modernisation et d’Equipement des Territoires 
d’Outre-Mer’, followed by a ‘Fonds d’investissements pour le développe-
ment économique et social’ (FIDES) and the ‘Caisse Centrale de la France 
d’Outremer’. These institutions also spent their money primarily on building 
infrastructures. French and German experts like Erik Labonne and Johannes 
Semler concurrently probed plans to co-ordinate public–private partnerships 
for the development of Africa. During the 1950s several large-scale projects 
were planned, such as the construction of an industrial centre close to the 
Algerian city of Colomb-Béchar.43 France and Belgium planned to dam the 
River Congo, creating a lake extending to Chad, and some of the largest 
power plants in the world in the 150 years that followed.44 As had already 
become a tradition among colonial technocrats, ‘greening’ the Sahara desert 
still served as an ultimate symbol for what Europeans were presumed to 
achieve by their technical knowledge.45 In all these schemes comparisons to 
the Tennessee Valley Authority project of the 1930s were drawn, and time 
and again parallels to the Marshall plan were also conjured up.46

With these plans and the beginning of development aid projects, many 
Europeans took part in a second surge of African colonization that was stim-
ulated by the beginning of decolonization in Asia.47 Yet, another impulse 
was relevant: the readiness for compensation. Wondering rhetorically in 
1952 how compensation would come to Africa, a German politician sug-
gested: ‘Through new, up-to-date hygienic facilities, better roads, flats, liv-
ing conditions, by more industries and an intensified development of a 
country and its unlimited prospects? – All this is good and important and 
will have to be part of a large, consistently planned and operated program 
for all of Africa. It is a voluminous task, so voluminous that it only can be 
tackled as a concerted European enterprise.’48
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The accelerating process of decolonization turned out to be an utterly 
complex phenomenon, however. A range of conflicting tendencies inter-
fered with each other and characterized the ambivalent transition zone 
from colonial to post-colonial times. These included late colonial ambitions, 
the need for resources, rising anti-colonial sentiments, Cold War strategies, 
the ‘humanitarian’ – though not too altruistic – conviction that historic 
economic imbalances between ‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ countries 
could be levelled, and the aim to reconcile historical obligations. These con-
flicts notwithstanding, technology was unquestionably what Europeans 
and US Americans had to offer to the rest of the world. Technology appeared 
to be non-committed, matter-of-fact, appropriate and benevolent. There 
were no doubts that, with its help, historical evolution could be ‘planned’. 
Moreover, this conviction was shared by indigenous African elites, who, 
after decolonization and the building of new nation states, often embarked 
on ambitious ten-, fifteen- or even twenty-year plans to quickly ‘catch up’ 
with the industrialized nations. A hegemonic ‘technocratic’ atmosphere not 
only favoured the transfer of experiences from metropolis to peripheries 
and vice versa. Within the new African nation states it also perpetuated the 
implementation of a ‘welfare state’ in a European sense.49 Accordingly, the 
Europeans left not merely their European infrastructures in Africa, but their 
‘modernist’ and ‘Keynesian’ notion of planned state interventions as well.

Winds of change

Only in the mid-1950s – after the Mau-Mau uprising in Kenya, the begin-
ning of the war in Algeria and the Bandung Conference – did the French and 
the British finally realize how futile it was to further retain their imperial 
ambitions. The most decisive event and emblematic turning point was the 
Suez Crisis in 1956. Tellingly, it was sparked by quarrels over the ambitious 
plan to build the largest dam ever located in Africa. The Egyptian president 
Jamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the most outstanding of ‘imperial infra-
structures’, the Suez canal, in order to finance the long-projected Aswan 
dam. In a late colonial campaign French, British and Israeli troops attacked 
Egypt by air. But the United States and the United Nations alike refused to 
endorse the action.50 The British withdrew, the French felt betrayed – and 
solidarity between the two nations was severely tainted.51

Subsequently, the conference underway at Venice to shape a European 
economic co-operation was decisively pushed forward by the Egyptian inci-
dent. Only then did an integrated Europe appear as a viable alternative to 
the fading colonial empires. Starting with Ghana in 1957, most of Africa was 
quickly seized by the ‘winds of change’ that Harold Macmillan emblemati-
cally talked about in 1960. Louis Armand, president of the European Atomic 
Energy Community, in retrospect even suggested erecting a statue of Nasser 
as the ‘federator of Europe’.52 In this respect Africa indeed acted as a detour 
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towards European integration. If the colonial question had retarded integra-
tion efforts up to the mid-1950s, following the crises at Suez and in Hungary 
it accelerated them.53

On 25 March 1957, the French government succeeded in extending the Treaty 
of Rome to the association of their ‘Territoires d’Outre Mer’.54 The Germans, 
the Italians and the Dutch, however reluctant to do so, eventually complied 
with French interests and ‘greatly eased the management of decolonisation’.55 
In its articles 131 to 136, the Treaty of Rome associated major parts of French 
Africa with the European Economic Community and proclaimed concerted 
EEC development programmes, especially for building infrastructures. All ini-
tiatives were explicitly conditioned to the consent of the African or Caribbean 
subjects. Exemptions from customs duties were created, but at the same time – 
clear-sightedly – free movement of labour was constrained.

Although some (former) colonies or mandates of Belgium, Italy and the 
Netherlands benefited from certain privileges as well, especially in Germany 
it was felt that France in particular had profited from ‘Eurafrican’ arrange-
ments.56 In fact, the European Common Market was initially expected to 
serve as a ‘substitute for empire, a new source of international prestige and 
influence’.57 The French in particular sought ‘to maintain special relation-
ships with African colonies after they had attained self-government’.58 The 
‘European Development Fund’, to which the Germans contributed a great 
deal of money, did not exclusively serve Francophone ambitions, however. It 
also nourished the idea of continuity in developing the economic and social 
infrastructures of African countries. Within its first five years 581 million 
dollars were allocated.

In the meantime the British remained distant and observant. Since the 
Schuman plan in 1950, politicians such as Edward Heath had been suspi-
cious that Germany was reinstalled into the league of colonial nations.59 
Eventually, the British were less successful than the French in bringing the 
rest of their Commonwealth into the European integration process, though 
some ‘Eurafricans’, such as Ernest Bevin, had been proposing to do so since 
1945.60 Shortly after almost all the African colonies became independent in 
1960, Great Britain applied for integration into the EEC. But it took another 
twelve years to be accepted, primarily because of two consecutive vetoes by 
the French.61 Spain and Portugal – the last European nations to own major 
colonies – entered the European Community even later, not until they 
finally left all imperial ambitions behind. As Peo Hansen puts it, the push 
towards European integration can be shown to have gained some decisive 
incentives from the cognizance on the part of those in power that Western 
Europe’s global clout was on the wane.62

For Europeans it was still hard to leave the feeling of superiority behind. 
During the 1960s, however, European ‘identity politics’ shifted increasingly 
away from being shaped by ‘distant mirrors’ in the colonies and towards 
commonality among a ‘multitude of cultures’ instead. Cold War politics and 
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the rivalry between eastern and western political and economic systems had 
powerful effects on sweeping modernization programmes on both sides. 
The EEC became a role model for the co-operative politics that the British 
in 1960 sought to copy with the transient ‘European Free Trade Association’ 
(EFTA), whereas the Eastern Bloc was often denounced as a hegemonic con-
ception, similar to German ambitions in the Second World War. The inde-
pendence of Third World countries, in contrast, was often perceived as an 
outburst of the nationalism that promoters of European integration sought 
finally to overcome.

With formal decolonization, the ‘terms of trade’ with almost all the 
 twenty-five associated territories changed rapidly.63 In the Treaty of Rome, 
the association had been limited to five years. The status of an associa-
tion was retained until 1962, but required new negotiations thereafter. The 
association of overseas countries and territories was renewed between the 
Six and the eighteen associated African states and Madagascar (AASM) in 
the Treaty of Yaoundé on 20 July 1963. Here, ‘Eurafrican’ integration was 
upgraded to a co-operation that 1) demonstrated the common aim to trans-
form colonialism into an economical, political and military correlation, 2) 
consolidated the resources of Europe and Africa, 3) handed at least some 
national sovereignty over to supranational authorities, 4) substantiated its 
peacekeeping and non-expansionist ambitions, 5) claimed to decolonize 
Africa in a self-determined way.64 Yet the Soviet Bloc still accused the EEC of 
perpetuating colonialism.65 The economic co-operation and foreign aid pro-
grammes of the later European Community and European Unity, renewed 
and modified in the Treaties Lomé (1975) and Cotonou (2000), presently 
cover  seventy-seven nations in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.

Future prospects

The connection between developing colonies and integrating Europe in the 
1950s was an extremely complex piece of world history with many rational 
and irrational aspects and agencies. The cost–benefit analysis of colonial 
policy was accompanied by Cold War strategic thinking and the glacially 
slow abandonment of colonial attitudes. In official histories of the European 
Union, the close connection between decolonization and European inte-
gration is almost generally ignored. The same holds true for the material 
networks between European and African societies that actually had been 
built, and for the ‘Eurafrican’ notion that many technocrats nourished. In 
some respects African colonies acted as ‘laboratories’ for the Europeans.66 
They served as ‘pressure-relief valves’ and as overflow areas for European 
resources, markets and people.67 Viewed from ‘above’, ‘uncivilized’ people 
in the colonies were often equalized to members of the European under-
classes. Some inventions for controlling indigenous people were brought 
back to Europe, such as the collection of fingerprints, racial segregation, 
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means and modes of sanitation, and even concentration camps.68 Regarding 
migration, the mutual transfer between Europe and overseas territories is 
still highly visible today. The association of states from Africa with the EU 
significantly does not comprise a free movement of labour, because the re-
migration of former colonialists and the immigration of former ‘colonial 
subjects’ to Europe after 1960 ranked among the critical consequences of 
the era of imperialism and is still one of the major challenges for the present 
European ‘sphere of prosperity’. In this respect it appears that Europe once 
more constitutes its identity against ‘non-European’ ‘threat’. However, the 
building of global infrastructures entailed that encounters between ‘them’ 
and ‘us’ can happen everywhere.

What is often ignored is the fact that African and overseas territories had 
been, and still are, part of the European Union. At the time the Treaty of 
Rome was signed France still included the Algerian departments, which left 
the European Economic Community only in 1962. Greenland, though not 
a Danish colony since 1953, was associated to the EU and part of the cus-
toms union. Up to now it has been the only larger territory to formally 
leave the European Community, which it did on 1 January 1985. The French 
Overseas Departments of Reunion, Guyana, Martinique and Guadeloupe 
continue to be part of the European Union, as do the Spanish possessions of 
Melilla and Ceuta – remains of the late Spanish colonial venture in Morocco 
after the First World War.69 Additionally, though some territories are not 
part of the EU, their inhabitants nevertheless carry ‘European’ passports.70 
Conversely, ‘Africa’ and the flood of migrants coming from the south-
ern continent mirror the magnetic wealth the European Union emanates 
today. Morocco, which applied for EU membership in 1986, was rejected 
unequivocally as non-European. The application of Turkey just one year 
later, however, provoked long-lasting debates on what ‘European’ actually 
circumscribes. Here, traditional conceptions of challenges from what was 
defined as ‘ non-European’ also linger on.

The relationship between Europe and Africa, decolonization, the European 
decline in world politics and European integration involve simultaneous 
and complexly interwoven processes. Some inventions (and some insights) 
obviously made ‘detours around Africa’. The establishment of ‘special rela-
tionships’ between Europe and Africa and the concept of ‘Eurafrica’ helped 
both sides to neatly translate their historic positions into a new era. The 
mutual transfer of knowledge, technology, goods and people – today dis-
cussed as ‘globalization’ – entailed a process of integration that more than 
ever points to a common destiny.
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Biography 1: An Electrifying Legacy: 
The Long Life of the Oliven Plan
Vincent Lagendijk

Although Oskar Oliven (born 1870, Breslau) died in 1939, he continues to 
live on in several ways. For one, he is immortalized in the Dr Oskar Oliven 
Memorial Scholarship, established in 2003 by his son Gerald and his wife 
Hedy at the Weizmann Institute of Science in Tel Aviv, Israel. For another, 
his name repeatedly surfaces in processes of building a European electricity 
network throughout the twentieth century. That latter legacy dates back to 
November 1930, when he unveiled a plan for a European electricity system. 
His ideas were not only about increasing system efficiency. A European sys-
tem was also connected to peace and prosperity under the aegis of European 
cooperation. While his plan is relatively well known among historians, the 
memory of Oliven and his plan has also been frequently invoked by engi-
neers of successive generations, nearly always at moments of important 
changes in the European electricity network.

In 1930 Oliven, Director of the Gesellschaft für Elektrische Unternehmungen 
(GESFÜREL), gave a General Address to the World Power Conference. Whereas 
most engineers had thought in terms of local, regional and sometimes 
national networks, Oliven presented a bold scheme for the electrification of 
Europe. He envisaged a network of approximately 9.750 km, consisting of 
five main lines. Technologically, Oliven did not see insurmountable prob-
lems. He pointed out that new 200 kV lines were built to operate eventually 
at 400 kV. However, he expected that ‘personal and political motives’ would 
be potential barriers. Such motives had prevented otherwise sound inter-
connections of plants and systems on smaller scales earlier, and prevailed 
over economic–technical logic. Importantly, Oliven did not see his grand 
vision as likely to be completed for generations to come. He recognized a 
growing number of interconnections between emerging national systems, 
and regarded these as ‘a very good interim solution for the period until the 
time when the difficulties standing in the way of a common European high 
voltage system are removed by international agreements’. The first practical 
step towards a rational electricity supply in Europe was to create a European 
electricity network.
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Subsequent steps were taken to study the possibilities of forging a 
European electricity system in the following years. The League of Nations’ 
Organisation for Communications and Transit, the International Labour 
Office under the guidance of Albert Thomas, and also the well-connected 
engineer Dannie Heineman all participated in this activity. During the 
Interbellum, Oliven’s name almost became a synonym for any idea on a 
European electricity system. Yet his plan fell from its pedestal once Hitler 
rose to power, and peaceful international relations were stymied. In those 
turbulent years Oliven was also personally affected. The ‘aryanization’ of 
GESFÜREL in 1934 deprived him of his position, and he went into exile in 
Zurich, Switzerland, where he died three years later.

His legacy lived on, however. Immediately after the Second World War, 
engineers met in a spirit of mutual trust and of hope, wishing to rebuild 
Europe. Italian engineer Amilcare Berni reminded his colleagues of Oliven’s 
plan and his unfavourable timing. In the reigning atmosphere of collabo-
ration between European nations, new hope arose of studying this issue, 
according to Berni. His Swiss colleague René Hochreutiner similarly referred 
to Oliven’s plan as an example of the ambitions of engineers to eventu-
ally create a high voltage European system. Rather than building new 

Figure B1.1 Oliven’s plan for a European system

Source: Oskar Oliven, ‘European super power lines: Proposal for a European super power system’ 
(General address presented at the World Power Conference, Berlin, 1930). Used by permission of 
the World Energy Council, London.
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interconnections at 400 kV, Hochreutiner proposed first to use existing 
transmission lines to their full extent, and then to gradually expand the 
number of interconnections and forge an interconnection system.

By 1961 a well-integrated system was in place in Western Europe. On 
the eve of a meeting of electrical engineers, chairman Strahringer of the 
Vereinigung Deutscher Elektrizitätswerke placed this development into a his-
torical context, under the title The future is rooted in the past: ‘Today, when 
very high voltage lines pass through all our countries, when the island 
kingdom of Great Britain is being connected to the French mainland by a 
cable through the Channel, and the connection of the Scandinavian energy 
potential to the German supply system is planned in the North, we are 
reminded of the Oliven Plan.’ He stressed how terms like co-ordination and 
co-operation were taken into daily use after the Second World War, and the 
drive towards efficiency and rationalization bore its fruits. But Strahringer 
underlined also how efforts for European co-operation à la Oliven ‘help us 
towards our goal and promote welfare and peace among the nations’.

Plans for new interconnections certainly proceeded. With  well-developed 
regional interconnections, engineers clearly started to consider  cross-regional 
cooperation. In that process, a momentous event took place in 1995, when 
the systems of four Central and Eastern European countries were connected 
to the Western European system. This not only ended a decades-long strug-
gle to build interconnections across the Iron Curtain, it also gave rise to new 
ideas on the future of the European system. Such was the topic of an article by 
engineers Brumshagen and Schwarz. They discussed the current weaknesses 
of the system – the recent reconciled German system, the Balkanization of 
the former Yugoslav system – and potential new reinforcements, such as a 
ring structure connecting countries around the Baltic sea and a very high 
voltage direct current line from Russia to Germany. Although mainly deal-
ing with the future, the authors also drew on the past. They highlighted 
how Oskar Oliven envisioned an ‘all-European’ interconnected electricity 
system in 1930. ‘In those days the ideas of Oliven were considered a vision’, 
they explained, ‘but today such ideas have become realistic.’
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2
Myths of the European Network: 
Constructions of Cohesion in 
Infrastructure Maps
Alexander Badenoch

Here’s Europe wrinkled with new boundaries. But never you mind 
that ... here Europe is.

Thomas Cook & Son, 19241

The concept of a European road network is an old one ... ... and it 
had complex infrastructure too.

European Roundtable of Industrialists, 19892

Introduction: An interruption

At the start of the 1970s, the energy committee of the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) set out to create an ‘International 
Map of Gas Transmission Networks in Europe’. As is common practice in 

Figure 2.1 Title page, Länderkarten des Europäischen Fernsprechdienstes, Berlin, 1928. 
This image shows an idealized network: it does not correspond to any of those 
 portrayed in the book
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assembling such maps, the committee asked every member nation to sub-
mit a map of its own gas network, conforming to certain specifications of 
representation and scale. Turkey duly supplied a map for the second edition 
that detailed its gas ‘network’: a single pipeline, 10 cm in diameter, stretch-
ing 130 km between three cities on the ‘European’ side of the Bosporus (see 
Figure 2.2). The accompanying letter acknowledged that this ‘network’ might 
not merit inclusion in such a lofty project, stating drily: ‘[i]t is up to you to 
decide whether to include it in the revision work being undertaken.’3

From the map, it is hard to interpret the actual intent of its makers. Was 
it only an honest report, submitted in the spirit of international participa-
tion and co-operation? Was it meant to deflect international interest away 
from Turkey’s resources or conversely to attract attention to it as an ‘empty’ 
place worthy of ‘development’ and assistance? Was it the result of a misun-
derstanding of what was meant by ‘Europe’, only showing pipelines on the 
‘European’ side of the Bosporus? Whatever its intent, the map can certainly 
be read as an interruption of the entire project of mapping the European 
network. Not only is its ‘network’ not connected to ‘Europe’, but it seems to 
lack any relation to the territory in which it is situated: it neither connects 
major cities nor fills the space provided. It seemed out of place in the project 
and raised the question of whether it should be included at all.

To an extent, this map reveals the difficulties that have plagued mapping 
projects since the so-called ‘cartographic revolution’ of the sixteenth cen-
tury: namely the problem of bringing together a series of local knowledges 
into an apparently universal framework. As David Turnbull argues, maps 
have been one of the key instruments by which

the motley of scientific practice, its situated messiness, is given a spa-
tial coherence through the social labour of creating equivalences and 
connections. Such knowledge spaces acquire their taken for granted air 
and seemingly unchallengeable naturalness through the suppression and 
denial of the work involved in their construction.4

In this particular map, bringing Turkey into the harmonized knowledge 
space of the map (by fitting local data to the prescribed scale and map speci-
fications) has not suppressed but rather revealed other forms of ‘messiness’: a 
disconnection between network practice and territorial practice that shows 
the contingent nature of both.

By attempting to reconcile their conceptual tensions, network maps act 
as important mediators within and between the material, institutional and 
discursive frames of European infrastructures.5 On the material level, maps 
are media that represent material structures in a widely legible code, assert-
ing a series of relations beyond those immediately visible from any specific 
point. They form a key means by which human actors within a system or 
territory co-ordinate and harmonize system activities in time and space. 
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In this way maps also mediate between the material and the institutional. 
Maps are used to circulate standardized knowledge within institutions such 
as the UNECE, as well as to mark off the boundaries of institutional power 
and knowledge to both internal and external viewers. Finally, within and 
beyond these frameworks, maps are components of discourses, shaped by 
and shaping the series of practices and beliefs surrounding the spaces and 
networks they represent.6 Maps are, as I will show, one means by which 
institutions, networks and/or nations perform European-ness and also a 
means by which disparate national and/or local regimes and structures per-
form as a unified network.

In what follows, I use maps of European networks to explore historically 
the relationships between technological infrastructures, national territories 
and ideas and experiences of Europe.7 My goal is neither to provide a thor-
ough history of European network cartography nor to elaborate on spatial 
theory. Instead, acknowledging the long-standing and widespread tensions 
that have existed between notions of European space and beliefs about tech-
nological networks, I want to present a set of important texts and analytical 
tools to show the recurring strategies for addressing or reconciling those 
tensions. To remain in spatial metaphors: this essay is not meant to be a 
map, but rather an orientation and initial landscape survey. I will present 
some useful lenses for observation, train them on significant points in the 
landscape and make suggestions for how we might travel between them 
meaningfully and usefully.

The assumption that infrastructures and territories are more or less natu-
rally linked has remained one of the dominating ideologies in the Western 
world. As Graham and Marvin point out, infrastructures ‘are believed to 
bind cities, regions and nations into functioning geographical or political 
wholes. Traditionally, they have been seen to be systems that require public 
regulation so that they somehow add cohesion to territory, often in the name 
of some “public interest” ’.8 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, the consolidation of statewide monopolies over energy, transportation 
and communication networks operated under this assumption and set out to 
‘energize’ national territories by integrating them more thoroughly into net-
works.9 To this day, cohesion of national territory is an argument for infra-
structural development that needs little further elaboration.10 However, as 
Andrew Barry notes, ‘i]f the territorial boundaries of states are generally fixed, 
zones of technological circulation are not.’11 Transport and communication 
technologies have circulated transnationally via engineering communities, 
not to mention material links between nations, since the initial embedding 
of these systems in societies. Similarly, the idea that infrastructures will bind 
territories together has not been limited to the national arenas, but has also 
been powerful in movements for European integration and unification. The 
Enlightenment view of transport and communication networks as the cir-
culatory systems of a body is a particularly persuasive expression of this sort 
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of ‘oneness’ of infrastructure and territory. Besides the material connections 
between people and nations that they have created, lines of roads, rails and 
electricity wires crossing borders have served as powerful metaphors and vis-
ual symbols of international co-operation and European identity. The logic 
at work in much of the drive to build European infrastructures has been 
summed up neatly by J. Peter Burgess in his analysis of Robert Schuman’s dis-
cussions of the European Coal and Steel Community: ‘An empirical unity – a 
de facto – unity is necessary to preserve, defend, and cultivate a spiritual 
one, and, inversely, it is the de facto unity, the assembly of empirical realities 
proper to the nations and ethnic groups of Europe that gives rise to the spir-
itual unity so idealistically evoked by Schuman.’12

By always defining one in terms of the other, such chicken-and-egg logic 
of European unity acknowledges yet talks around the ways in which nei-
ther Europe nor its various infrastructural networks have ever been terribly 
cohesive. Defining Europe, whether materially, spatially or spiritually, has 
been a matter of constant ideological struggle and shifting boundaries.13 
The process of building networks in Europe has been particularly diffuse 
and contested, involving a wide range of national and international actors, 
often with varying and conflicting visions of the networks they are build-
ing. As Latour insists, a network is also ‘local at all points’.14 Even when 
transnational links between networks have been built, such as in the recent 
cases of the Channel Tunnel and the Öresund Bridge, but also in older cases 
such as the Gotthard Tunnel in Switzerland, their meaning as local projects, 
bilateral links or European network nodes has been unstable and contest-
ed.15 Many of the networks that supposedly unite Europe also transcend 
any cohesive geographical notion of Europe and uneven access within those 
spaces results in internal ‘splintering’ of localities.16 As the internal bounda-
ries between EU member states have gradually become more porous through 
the rise of a ‘network Europe’ characterized by instantaneous flows of peo-
ple, goods and capital, more attention is being paid toward the hardening 
and networked proliferation of ‘external’ boundaries and (re)assertions of 
territorial space.17

These problems of space return us to the problems of maps, and in par-
ticular of those maps that have sought to portray the large and fragmen-
tary constructions of Europe and infrastructures in the same frame. In spite 
of what EU officials would occasionally have one believe, various material 
infrastructures have purported in one way or another to be ‘the European 
network’ long before the process described as European integration began.18 
The role and power of maps in shaping ideas of nations as well as ideas of 
Europe has been well documented.19 Similarly, as noted, the connection 
between the growth of transport and communication infrastructures in 
strengthening ties both within and between nations in Europe has been 
frequently asserted. Maps of networks, particularly transport and commu-
nication networks, thus form an important, and largely underexplored, site 
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where the ideologies and tensions surrounding European networks become 
visible.20 Maps’ two-dimensional representational framework presents an 
enduring code of representation that requires strategic simplifications and 
silences in order to reconcile the complex relations they seek to describe.21 
These representational devices, in turn, guide and shape network practices.

To make these processes visible I will proceed in two parts here. In the 
first part, drawing on analytical tools from recent critical engagements 
with maps specifically, and space in general, I will point to various ways in 
which the cohesion of infrastructures and the cohesion of ‘European’ space 
have been co-constructed through maps. This will be based on observations 
drawn from a broad survey of maps collected over the course of research on 
a number of different networks.22 In the second part, I will look at two cases 
of how cartographic myths of the European network have been employed 
in specific contexts and at different levels. One highlights the role of maps 
in the planning and partial execution of a single road-building project in 
the interwar period to show how a number of spatial visions of European 
networks flowed into and out of the processes of construction; the second 
examines maps of European road and rail networks made for tourists during 
the Cold War to show how enduring visions and material links were embed-
ded within the divided geopolitical framework.

European networks as myths

In recent years, critical engagement with maps, particularly following on 
from the work of J.B. Harley, has led to a general understanding of them not 
as disinterested reporting of facts, but as ‘representations of belief and ideol-
ogy – rooted in particular cultures and institutions’.23 Much of this critical 
understanding has been based around the semiological analysis of maps’ 
functioning as myths, defined by Roland Barthes as ‘second-order signifiers’ 
that mobilize representations of historically contingent circumstances and 
events as forms that signify them as universal, natural and/or disinterested 
fact.24 Maps not only represent the physical relations of objects in space, 
they also select them, frame them, bound them, name them and assert the 
co-presence of their various disparate elements as natural and significant.25 
As Harley has pointed out, the expert knowledge of cartography, much like 
that of engineers, makes ‘black boxes’ out of many maps that mask their 
ideological agendas by appearing to be purely products of neutral technical 
practices and standards.26 At the same time, maps assert power over space, 
not least through their linkages to notions of territory.27 By exploring a 
map’s various silences, ambiguities and margins, analysts seek to denatural-
ize its various elements to see the various ideologies at work through them.

While I will draw on such semiotic tools to analyse the maps in question, 
I also agree with post-structuralist critiques of such approaches, which stress 
that they are often so focused on ‘de-mythologizing’ maps in a ‘search for 
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conspiracies’ by the mapmakers that they overlook maps’ intertextual and 
ambiguous natures.28 In seeking to account for the ways in which mean-
ings of places and spaces are generated and practised, Rob Shields looks to a 
more dynamic model of the way specific places and spaces acquire mythical 
meaning through the accumulation of ‘place-images’ and ‘space-images’.29 
These are partial, and often exaggerated, but through practice ‘[a] set of core 
images forms a widely disseminated and commonly held set of images of 
a place or space. These form a relatively stable group of ideas in currency, 
reinforced by their communication value as conventions circulating in a 
discursive economy.’30 Maps act as place and space images by ordering repre-
sentations of various places and spaces in relation to each other with regard 
to a number of binary oppositions such as central or peripheral, connected 
or disconnected, natural or civilized, or, indeed, European or non-European. 
The truth value of maps, which includes their mythical persuasions, grants 
them particular currency in reinforcing or transforming the myths of the 
various places they represent. At the same time, being alert to the disjunc-
tures and ambiguities between place and space myths can draw attention 
to various realms for resistant identity formation. Such insights help us to 
understand maps as integral parts of changing material, institutional and 
discursive assemblages that are structured according to evolving regimes of 
practice.

To be clear: in stressing these additional layers of maps’ meaning, my point 
is not about how or whether maps ‘lie’ or misrepresent material realities, or 
that they operate in a symbolic sphere somehow divorced from material 
or spatial practices.31 Quite the contrary, my argument is that maps offer a 
means of understanding the complex material, institutional and discursive 
assemblages of European networks because they are part of the ‘reality’ of 
infrastructures. Highlighting the ideological and symbolic dimensions that 
structure infrastructures’ design and use sheds important light on how such 
systems have been embedded and contested over time. Bearing this in mind, 
I will sketch here briefly some of the most frequently recurring mythologies 
and point to some of their ambiguities and rhetorical uses.

Europe is where the network is. One of the most noted aspects of maps is 
their power to name.32 Unlike nation states, the absence of a precise hege-
monic definition of European space affords network maps greater persua-
sive power in claiming to be ‘the European network’, particularly when 
the network seems to be their primary object. This is visible, for example, 
in a map of ‘Europe’s Autobahn Network’ from a German book on roads 
from 1959 (Figure 2.3).33 While showing a space that is mostly filled by 
Germany – notably with its pre-Second World War borders – the map claims 
to be of ‘Europe’s’ network. Few readers of the map would consider the space 
described as all of Europe, but by claiming that the network is ‘European’ 
it claims definitively that the space it shows is central to it. The rest is off 
the map, unimportant, less European. An overview of collected system maps 
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shows that the spatial definition of Europe as expressed through maps of 
its infrastructure reflects strongly the many competing notions of where 
Europe is. The much-problematized Eastern boundary of Europe is defined 
differently from map to map, with maps sometimes including and nam-
ing Russia and showing Moscow as included in the network; sometimes all 
of Turkey is present, most often half or merely its west coast, sometimes 
including only Istanbul. The same is also true in the other cardinal direc-
tions: Northern Scandinavia, the Iberian Peninsula, Southern Italy and 
North Africa are routinely out of frame. Notably, this range of framings of 
European networks, both in the maps of planners and in maps produced 
by external organizations such as the tourist maps below, seems to change 
little over time. To be sure, the national boundaries, when they are shown, 
usually (but not always) change with the changes in politics, but in mat-
ters of framing, presence or absence of national boundaries, or portrayal of 
natural features, there are no readily identifiable periodic shifts. As I will 
show, even during the sharp divisions of the Cold War, both visions and 
practices of cross-‘Curtain’ networks persisted.34

Networkedness. Lines on a map suggest connection and even flow between 
all points.35 As Barry points out, networks have not only become a common-
place entity within society; they also function as metaphors for it.36 Maps 
can powerfully emphasize such images, as in the classic example of Henry 

Figure 2.3 ‘The European Motorway Network’ from Herman Schreiber, Sinfonie der 
Strasse, 1959
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Beck’s London tube map, which did away with scale and incorporated the 
London suburbs into an image of a compact, well-connected city (I am 
surely not alone in having cursed the name of Henry Beck whilst hurriedly 
trying to get between trains at a neat-appearing ‘node’ on his map).37 At the 
European level, many such maps of networks were not normally produced 
by the system administrators, but by third parties with a vested interest in 
portraying the various systems as a transnational network. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, British mapmaker Bradshaw and later tour operator Thomas 
Cook (among others) began producing railway maps and timetables for ‘the 
Continent’ to help travellers to cope with what was often perceived as the 
‘chaos’ of a continent served by numerous different private companies.38 
Several decades later, while plans to build a European motor-road network 
were still being debated, the Swiss firm Hallwag was producing a motor-
touring atlas that already presented Europe’s roads as a transcontinental 
network, ordered hierarchically and appearing as a coherent whole that did 
not relate to national boundaries (Figure 2.4).39 Maier usefully highlights 
the importance of networks in constructions of twentieth-century territo-
riality, in which he argues that ‘identity space’ and ‘decision space’ until 

Figure 2.4 The European road network, Europa Touring, Hallwag, 1929
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around 1970 ‘coexisted like magnetic fields and electrical fields, orthogonal 
but overlaid, movement through one generating energy in the other’.40 On a 
rhetorical level, maps can also emphasize imbalances as a means of justifying 
intervention. The European Roundtable of Industrialists, for example, called 
for infrastructure intervention by invoking international connections as a 
larger network, reframing several points as ‘missing links’ or ‘bottlenecks’ 
in a larger network.41

Obduracy refers to the sense of things portrayed in maps as fixed, dura-
ble and long-standing. Obsolescence is the greatest threat to a map.42 Most 
maps therefore ‘exist in the present, or, if they can possibly get away with it, 
the aorist: no time at all’.43 This temporal assumption about maps reinforces 
assumptions that both (national) territories and infrastructures are static 
or slowly changing. As Barthes has argued about myths, maps function by 
holding the histories of spaces and places at a distance but in reserve, at 
once acknowledging their presence and not allowing them into the nar-
rative.44 But obduracy does not apply equally to all elements in a map. As 
Denis Wood argues, ‘every sign system is potentially figure and every sign 
system is potentially ground.’45 The hierarchies of obduracy in a map are 
seldom unambiguous, and even subtle shifts in relative density of lines, 
colours and so forth can powerfully emphasize or alter a map’s argument. In 
general, networks are assumed to be the more dynamic element in a system. 
This becomes apparent when maps do state a specific time, which draws 
attention to what could change; it asks questions about the relation of the 
network to the areas beyond, and can dramatize the map’s boundaries and 
frames as spaces that are potentially to be networked.

Naturalness. Naturalizing relations is a key function of myths generally. 
On European network maps, ‘nature’, in its colloquial sense, plays an impor-
tant role in such strategies. Inserting natural features, usually to the exclu-
sion of all other signs of habitation, can assert the naturalness of a space, 
in which a network (particularly one fitted to its contours) then seems a 
‘natural’ addition. Such features are also useful in positing national bor-
ders as ‘unnatural’ objects. Would-be network-builders, from Hermann 
Sörgel’s overly-ambitious Atlantropa project in the 1930s to Marshall Plan 
proponents in the 1950s and the European Union in recent years, have all 
mobilized natural-looking relief maps of Europe as arguments for integrated 
European-scale technological networks.46

Neutrality is a common cartographic myth that pervades European network 
maps in a variety of particular ways. Both the technology of  map-making 
itself (and the authority behind it) as well as the technical networks por-
trayed on maps appear as neutral or disinterested. Similarly, the disinterested 
nature of the nation as ‘imagined community’ carries over into represen-
tations of national territories and justifies their being filled with national 
networks.47 Transnational system-builders, by contrast, have often been 
at pains to portray their networks as existing without any interest in – or 
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effect on – national territories whatsoever, as part of an agenda of ‘hiding’ 
their integration work.48 Maps drawn up by international bodies such as 
the UNECE contain disclaimers, stating that they make no statement ‘con-
cerning the legal status of any country or territory or of its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of the frontiers of any country or territory’. By 
freeing map-makers of involvement in international tensions, such state-
ments further suggest that the networks on the map are somehow disinter-
ested, serving their own harmless or benevolent purpose. Even maps that 
are used for clearly interested purposes, such as those embedded in tourist 
advertisements, often seem to act as neutral testimonials ‘quoted’ by the 
interested institution, or as evidence of their knowledge or competence over 
the network and space portrayed.

Invoking the European network: The transcontinental 
motorway49

The period after the First World War saw a rapid, if uneven, rise of automo-
bility in Europe, spurred on in various ways by the war, as well as by the new 
demands of peace.50 Increased desire for cars brought increased pressure to 
build roads better adapted to them. At the same time as plans for building 
national motor-road networks also came many proposals to build transna-
tional roads in Europe. Several different plans to build a European network 
of motor-roads, all of which were more or less unsuccessful, were proposed 
through a number of different international bodies throughout the 1930s.51 
The demand for transnational roads was part and parcel of the understand-
ing of the uses of cars in their earliest incarnation as leisure vehicles for the 
rich, namely racing and touring.

One such plan was proposed in 1930 by the British Automobile Association 
to the Alliance Internationale de Tourisme (AIT), a confederation of mostly 
European national motoring clubs to build a road from London to Istanbul. 
The AIT did not have the funds to build roads, but they did have the ability, 
individually and collectively, to lobby governments. At a time when many 
plans for large-scale road-building in Europe were being proposed, the AIT 
plan was quite modest, and as such made it relatively easy for state govern-
ments to support. The plan was not to build a new road but to improve 
existing roads along a specific route to a minimum standard, and to produce 
numerous materials that would guide motorists along the route. It would 
be up to each individual nation through which the road passed to design 
and build its own section along the route prescribed. In short, the AIT used 
existing structures to invoke ideas of a European network in order to shape 
practices in a number of settings and contexts.52

Many maps of the road show it proceeding in straight lines from capi-
tal to capital, making it implicitly a link between nations. Though seldom 
referred to explicitly, the focus on directness and speed in planning the 
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road reflected an overall view prevalent at the time that increased rational-
ity and efficiency would necessarily bring greater prosperity where it was 
built.53 Indeed, the maps that were produced of the route closely resemble 
many maps for European networks, both extant and planned, that were in 
circulation at the time. One standard for the road was adhered to as strictly 
as possible: ‘In principle, the route of the road between the large centres 
which have been marked out should be as direct as possible.’54

Although the idea as initially proposed by the AA was only to build a 
road to Istanbul, the plans soon were expanded to include the British colo-
nial outlook, with extensions going on from Istanbul to Cape Town and 
Calcutta (see Figure 2.5). The map of the route that the AA produced to sup-
port this route, which was published in various places, expresses several spa-
tial visions. Through the use of the large title inset over the bulk of Asia and 
a distortion in the size of Europe, the map bears some semblance to medi-
eval T-O maps that show Europe, Asia and Africa as three equally balanced 
parts of the world, with Jerusalem (almost) as the middle point.55 Whereas 
the medieval maps expressed a balanced world, however, the tipped axis 
of the road in the AA map, and the list of distances counted from London, 
make it clear where the road’s physical and ideological origins lie.

For the nations through which the road passed, the road’s inscription on 
the map was an invitation not so much to create a road, but to join a reality. 
The road’s first inspection survey in 1933, in which a well-known British 
motoring journalist drove the proposed route, is what first constructed the 
road as a single, uniform entity, out of the disparate national roads it was 
laid over. Within two years of that survey, all the member governments 
through whose territories the road passed had adopted it into their national 
road-building schemes, and many gave the road highest priority. While the 
road was portrayed as a single line, it was meant also to invoke by its very 
presence a European network. A stated aim of the project was to form ‘the 
first channel to conduct road traffic to and from Europe, and from and to 
the Continents of Africa and Asia’, envisioning that traffic would ‘flow into 
and out of the Route at hundreds of points’.56 Many nations that were not 
part of the proposed route saw the plan as an opportunity to ‘get on the map’ 
in Europe.57 The Dutch added their own colonial visions to the project with 
an extension onward from India, hoping the road would improve tourism 
to their colonies in Indonesia.58 The Touring Club of Norway sought to put 
their own nation on the map by proposing a route that would come down 
all the way from Kirkenes to Hamburg.59 By connecting to the London-
Istanbul route, and so to Cape Town, the road would thus create a complete 
 North-South Axis, spanning from the ‘Northern Cape’ to the ‘Southern 
Cape’.60 The map of the road was not merely an invitation to join in car-
tographic fantasy, however. Its presence and coming-into-being also pro-
vided the AIT (via its members in national touring clubs) with a  powerful 
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Figure 2.5 ‘London to Bombay by Road’ from the Western India Automobile 
Association, 1935

Source: Image courtesy of the Automobile Association.
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 argument for lobbying their governments to adopt uniform standards for 
road design, border crossings and customs activities.

The vision of the road as the first part of a complete rational network, 
offering apparently equal links and access between all cities on the route, 
while playing an important role in the representation and acceptance of the 
road, also stood in tension with existing place-myths of the places it was 
joining up. Although the road also travelled a great distance from north to 
south, it was ‘read’ by its makers almost exclusively in terms of its east-west 
axis. Such views were reflected in the map of the route produced by the 
AA in 1935 (Figure 2.6). While also resembling maps of transnational auto 
races, with their emphasis on the route rather than the outlines of larger 
geographical spaces, this particular map actually shifted the map by several 
degrees. Europe appears not so much dis-oriented as hyper-oriented, entirely 
concerned with its route to the East. The planned road resembles nothing 
so much as a river flowing across the continent. Indeed, this particular map 
was to show the intersections of the road with the natural feature of the 
Danube, and the existing Orient Express rail line.

The vision of the road as a ‘natural’ link between East and West was 
expressed during the first meeting of the route’s permanent committee. 
Paul Duchaine, president of the Belgian touring club as well as long-time 
secretary general of the AIT, stated majestically:

It is not the AIT, it is geography, it is the sun, which has chosen the path 
of the road that unites London and Stamboul. This path was once the 
route of warlike invasion, the route of the peoples of Asia, coming to 
invade Europe. From henceforth, it will be the great artery of commerce 
and industry, the beautiful road of the future, joining Europe peacefully 
to Asia.61

Though speaking of London and Istanbul being united by the ‘natural’ 
path between them, Duchaine actually points to the mental difference. 
The creation of peace between the two continents is about reversing the flow 
along the path, bringing Western wealth and enlightenment to the East. 
The choice of Budapest as a host of the meeting was praised by many of the 
speakers as being the centre-point between West and East, while all made 
equally clear that this ‘centre’ was also in the East, praising its ‘oriental’ 
nature. When his turn came to address the meeting, Rechid Safvet Atabinen 
of Turkey also spoke of Budapest in similar terms, though with markedly 
different emphasis:

The Turks, who traditionally have experience of Hungarian hospitality, 
thus consider that our meeting in this city has much to recommend it. 
It is not merely situated at the geographical centre of the route, but the 
path of the Asiatic invasions which brought the Huns, the Magyars and 
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the Kumans to this region, will henceforth be a route of interpenetration 
of the interests and cultures of Europe and Asia.62

Both speakers invoked the same history with regard to the road and the city 
of Budapest, as well as its symbolic and physical position just east of the cen-
tre of Europe. While Duchaine spoke of reversing the flow of the road toward 
the East, Atabinen recalled the former Ottoman possession of much of the 
Danube basin, presenting the road as following a ‘natural’ course of interpen-
etration between Europe and Asia. From the time it was proposed, the trans-
continental road followed much more the vision expressed by Duchaine, 
clearly being ‘read’ in one direction, from West to East. Quite apart from the 
routine way of referring to the road as ‘London to Istanbul’ (or ‘London to 
India’, or ‘London to Cape Town’), the recitation of the road’s journey from 
West to East was even written into the planning practice for the road. The 
permanent committee’s rotating presidency, as well as the order of reports 
presented to it, followed ‘the geographical order of the road’ passed on from 
West to East. In this light, Atabinen’s flowery speech becomes intelligible as 
strongly worded resistance to a number of practices and myths surrounding 
the road. He does not only draw on the myth of networkedness to assert the 
historical relations of Turkey to the nations further west, but uses the road to 
put a modern, contemporaneous Turkey on the map.

The road’s already well-entrenched position in physical and symbolic 
space had the effect of making its position in time a great deal less certain. 
Some accounts referred to it unproblematically in the present tense as a road 
that could be driven straight away, others still in the future tense. When 
the Second World War finally drew a halt to the construction work, the 
position still remained uncertain, and this uncertainty continued into the 
1950s. A British film reel from 1944 showed both maps, one after another, 
and mentioned the road as an extant thing.63 At a meeting of the AIT in 
1949, the Turkish delegate explained that the Turkish section of the road 
was nearly complete, and advocated that, once the road was finished, the 
headquarters of the permanent committee be moved to Istanbul so that 
road-building could then be concentrated more on Asia.64 A British touring 
guide from 1950 mentions the road, with reference to the segment of it in 
Belgium as a road still in progress, as does a film advertising for the Marshall 
Plan in 1951, and the 1952 edition of Europa Touring mentioned it in the 
sections on Hungary and Bulgaria, but nowhere else.65 It is noteworthy that 
the mentions in the latter touring guides referred specifically to national 
road networks, where the myth of the European network served as evidence 
of those nations’ modernity and integration long after the actual road had 
been bypassed in the European road network building.66

The supposedly ‘organic’ planning path of the road was smoothed con-
siderably by invoking specific visions of European space. Imperial powers 
read it as a way of inscribing their colonial controls and ambitions on and 
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beyond the map of Europe, while many of the smaller states were able to 
place themselves on the map as modern European nations. For the Balkans 
and Turkey it was about becoming modern nations; for the countries in the 
West it was at least in part about looking at their own past in the East. While 
unifying Europe was one of the purposes that were stated for the road, ulti-
mately the process actually worked the other way around: on maps and in 
practice, ‘Europe’ unified the road.

The European network as ghost: Addressing 
the ‘Iron Curtain’

The Second World War did not completely interrupt networking activity in 
Europe. If anything, military logistics and Nazi plans for large-scale economy 
(Großraumwirtschaft) in the lands they conquered resulted in the proliferation 
and circulation of ideas and visions for uniting the continent technological-
ly.67 As the resurrection of the London-Istanbul road in the closing days of 
the war also indicated, these visions and plans had a momentum of their 
own that echoed forward past the war. On the material side, the post-Second 
World War division of Europe did not create a sudden, clean or even steady 
division of Europe’s existing transport networks, although the blocking of 
cross-border networks became one of the most dramatic, and in many cases 
traumatic, phenomena of the post-war division of Europe.68 On the other 
hand, the perceived mutual threat meant that both sides had an interest in 
keeping the border in place and obvious.69 Turning away from the divide, 
however, both the Americans and the Soviets also had a vested interest in see-
ing the nations in each respective bloc integrated, both for economic reasons 
and to bind the countries together for mutual defence. Marshall Plan propa-
ganda specifically targeted national boundaries across roads and railways as 
‘unnatural’ hindrances to the freedom of roads and railways.70 One major 
impetus for the reconstruction of transport networks, as well as the lowering 
of national restrictions on travel, particularly in Western Europe, was to once 
more get revenue flowing from the ‘hidden export’ of tourism, particularly 
for Americans.71 Movement between countries was to become as free as possi-
ble, not only for Europeans, but also for Americans, who tended to see Europe 
as a single place, and wanted to see multiple countries on their tours.

At the same time, there were also efforts at bridging the divide through 
networks.72 The most notable of these was the UNECE, mentioned at the 
start of this paper. Established in 1947, the UNECE set out explicitly to link 
all of Europe through the building of material systems. Initially, at least, 
they were particularly successful in the realm of road-planning. By the 
beginning of the 1950s, a proposal for a Europe-wide network of roads, the 
E-road system, was drafted.73 Working in much the same way as the London 
to Istanbul Road had worked before, the E-road network was conceived of 
not as specific roads but as a series of itineraries, which were laid out across 
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the Cold War divide. Each nation was able to designate which routes would 
make up the network, and improve them in the way that they were best 
able. Perhaps paradoxically, one of the main drivers behind the creation 
of the E-road network was the International Road Federation, a body made 
up largely of Western (including US) oil, rubber and auto industries, which 
were primarily interested in promoting automobility in the West, where 
they would be able to sell their products. Maps of transport networks were 
caught between these two important tensions: the need to acknowledge the 
geopolitical division of the continent, but also to present visions of connec-
tivity and mobility.

These tensions are very visible in the 1952 edition of the Swiss-based auto 
guide Europa Touring. The dramatic language of division was written into 
the book’s ‘key’, which told readers that ‘the countries at present behind the 
“Iron Curtain” [ ... ] are grouped at the end of the book,’74 and indeed on the 
following page those countries are shown, out of the alphabetical order in 
which the other countries are arranged, separated from them by a line of ‘x’s 
that call to mind nothing so much as a row of barbed wire. The following 
page provides a political map of Europe showing all the nations portrayed 
in the book as a key to the breakdown of maps in the rest of the book. 
The ‘Iron Curtain’ runs as the heaviest line across the map (Figure 2.7). 
Apart from this spatial removal, however, the tourist information is nearly 
as thorough as for many of the other countries portrayed, complete with 
driving instructions and list of attractive sights to see, without any mention 
of border crossings. The individual maps of these countries are presented 
as smaller, generally one country per page in contrast to those of Western 
nations. At the back of the book, however, the route-planning map shows 
the network in full (Figure 2.8). All the nations of Europe, including Russia 
(but not, notably, going as far back as Moscow), are visible, with each of the 
countries pictured (with the exception of the Maghreb, and Turkey beyond 
Istanbul) pictured with its national auto-symbol. The map of the network 
here is shown as crossing boundaries to the East with the same ease as in the 
West. The reverse side of the map shows touring information only for the 
countries in the West, laid out in a convenient table.

A more dramatic approach to Europe and its borders is the Esso ‘Road Map 
and Pictorial Guide to Western Europe and Adjacent North Africa.’75 On one 
side of the map appears the ‘Esso guide to happy motoring’ (Figure 2.9), 
designed to give the reader an idea of what is worth seeing. Small iconic 
figures fill the map on the Western side, portraying the West as a fecund 
place, filled with historical places, natives in traditional costumes, and mod-
ern leisure pursuits. Pictures of women in swimsuits beckon the presum-
ably heterosexual male driver to beaches. Set against this abundance, on the 
other side of the divide there is merely empty yellow space, and a small sign 
announcing ‘travel is restricted in areas shown in yellow (September 1950).’ 
The rigid date attached to the travel restriction is at once a citation of 
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unnamed authority and a gesture that freezes the Eastern side in time. The 
note’s temporal message is all the more evocative – and ambiguous – given 
that it sits inside an outline of the German borders from 1937, within which 
the cities all bear their German names (this was not unusual for German 
maps through the 1970s). The unease visible in the assertion of the 1937 
eastern border is mirrored in the unease surrounding the disputed internal 
border, which is here partly obscured by images of transport infrastructure, 
the ‘Autobahn’ (clean and modern, with a lone car) and ‘Tempelhof Airport 
(Berlin)’, not placed over Berlin, but instead obliterating the borderline.

The reverse side of the map then portrays the road network, laid out over 
a map rendered to the same scale as the ‘Happy Motoring’ guide. Although 
the division of Europe is designated with a thick but pale pink line, the 
actual road network is portrayed as crossing the lines as part of a complete 
network, with the distances between Krakow and Budapest given just as 
those between Bonn and Luxembourg. At a basic level, the road network 
follows a separate logic from the political boundaries that are represented 
on the map. An apparently unified network is laid over a territory that is 
strongly divided politically. Though in not quite such dramatic fashion, the 
Shell map of Europe follows a similar pattern.76 The front side of the map 
shows a Europe expanding quite far to the East, covered with a full European 
road network. The E-road network is marked with little green signs, along 
which one can follow trajectories, on paper at least, through to Russia. The 
only acknowledgement of the ‘Iron Curtain’ is the addition of checkpoints 
over the border. The reverse side is filled with information for the tourist, all 
of which advertises tourism in Europe as an abundant land of plenty: visa 
and customs regulations (symbolized by the cartoon of a fat man smoking a 
giant cigar, riding a liquor bottle on wheels), a calendar of ‘events in Europe’, 
almost exclusively composed of folk festivals, lists of the various national 
auto-stickers, all for the Western nations in Europe – not to mention the full 
range of Shell auto products.

Both Esso and Shell, like other Western petrol companies, had a vested 
interest not only in getting people into cars in Europe, but also in keeping 
them in places where they sold petrol. As an advert for Shell maps of Europe 
in the mid-1960s reminded readers, ‘Wherever you go in Western Europe – 
except in Spain and Yugoslavia – Shell service stations are always near at 
hand.’77 For the driver in the West, to whom the maps are addressed, the 
appearance of the broader network could potentially appear as a statement 
of the ‘natural’ freedom of roads. If you have a car, you can go anywhere 
there is a road, if only political divisions do not get in the way. However, 
juxtaposed with the ‘Happy motoring guide’ or the bright colourful infor-
mation on the back of the Shell map, the ‘freedom’ of the road network in 
the East also appears somewhat more sinister when the network crosses the 
border. Whereas in the West the road will take you through lands filled with 
extraordinary sights and pleasures, the East, by contrast, appears as a place 
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that is merely rational. Filled neither with natural landscapes and natives 
in costumes, nor with modern sites for play, the Eastern countries are rep-
resented as being without past or future, but as stuck in the everyday, that 
is, just slightly behind.78 On that side of the map, the network is a ghost: a 
visible but intangible relic, haunting a place from an indeterminate point 
in the past.

A railway network map for tourists in 1955 by the CICE, the information 
branch of the Union Internationale de Chemins de Fer (UIC), the interna-
tional railway union, seems to take the opposite approach to the Cold War 
divide by ignoring it outright. The railway network in this map is shown 
laid out over a topographic map of Europe, depicting Europe as a natural 
whole, with no national boundaries and no ‘Iron Curtain’ at all. The net-
work stretches out in gently curving lines, connecting capital cities, which 
are specially highlighted on the map. The flags that surround the map high-
light the internationality of the network. The blurb above the map portrays 
the network as a unified system, kept running smoothly by expert interna-
tional co-operation.

While the passengers speed forth at 120 km per hour, thousands of 
 well-trained and specialized men are looking out for their security in the 
stations, on the lines and on the telephones. Everywhere, at the signal 
houses and command posts, the railwaymen of Europe are working hand 
in hand to ensure you a good journey.79

This tone is continued throughout the brochure in blurbs that explain 
that the train is fast, convenient, modern, and ‘lets you see the landscape’. 
Throughout these blurbs, variations on the theme of ‘the European railway’ 
are repeated almost like a mantra, ensuring the reader that the railway net-
work in Europe functions smoothly, like one large machine. This is signifi-
cant: for all that the map of Europe stands at the centre of the brochure, 
the rest of the brochure has very little to say about what Europe actually 
contains, other than railways. The most important feature of Europe to be 
seen is a uniform, cohesive railway network.

One has to look past the map to notice that the brochure is actually only 
about railways in the West. On the map itself, the inset showing the modern 
trains of the German, Danish and British railways handily covers over the 
Soviet Union (which quit the UIC after the war) and moves the capitals of 
the cities in East Central Europe to the apparent edge of the map. Indeed, 
they are shown as linked only to the centre and not to each other, as out-
posts, and, in the case of Warsaw, as terminus of the network that is cen-
tred in West Central Europe. The flags that surround the map are also only 
of nations in the West, so, while at first glance they appear to uphold the 
image of a Europe made up of nation states, only those in the West are actu-
ally legitimated. As one reads further into the brochure, the small pictures 
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are all accompanied by the insignias of Western railways, and a list of travel 
times from Dutch cities cites destinations of Paris, Brussels, Hamburg and 
Luxembourg. The map of a large, unified Europe appears to be there entirely 
to signify the apparently free and frictionless movement of the traveller 
through the network, and to appropriate the designation of Europe for the 
networks in the West. In other words, while apparently taking precisely 
the opposite approach to the Iron Curtain from the roadmaps cited above, 
the overall effect is very similar, in that it attempts to get the traveller to look 
away from the division that would restrict movement.

To highlight the ambivalence of such networks, I will point to one more 
road map, this one from Poland’s state cartographic publisher in 1985.80 
The opening pages of the Polish atlas present the reader with three maps of 
Europe, which, particularly seen in rapid succession, seem to make evoca-
tive statements about the unity of Europe. The first page offers a route 
planning map with all the major roads in Europe. Although they are not 
labelled as such, this is the E-road network. The map itself is a very broad 
map of the continent, stretching well beyond Moscow, containing almost 
all of Turkey and the northern tip of Scandinavia, as well as Iceland in 
an upper corner. This map is framed with the flags of all the nations por-
trayed (except those in North Africa), presenting the reader with a vision 
of a Europe united under a road regime governed by individual sovereign 
states. The next pages give an overview map showing the breakdown of 
individual maps to be found in the atlas. Here an even larger version of 
Europe is shown, this time with national boundaries and no roads, but 
instead with the major rivers, presenting Europe as a natural whole. Lest 
the reader miss the point, the next pages provide the exact same break-
down of maps again, but this time superimposed over a full relief map of 
Europe.

Particularly taken together, these three maps bear a strong resemblance 
to the 1955 railway map discussed above. Both provide a view of Europe as 
a large, natural space, gently filled with a network. But, whereas the former 
mostly used the space of Europe to mark the many other aspects of the 
railway network as European, here the roads appear as one of three expres-
sions of belonging to a broader Europe. These maps are particularly interest-
ing given the revival of the discourse of Europe, and in particular Central 
Europe, that was taking place on both sides of the map during much of the 
1980s.81 These maps are also intriguing because they describe a range of 
mobility that was still simply not available to the majority of people in the 
countries where they were produced. After 1989, many countries formerly in 
the Soviet bloc or Soviet Union created new ‘cartographies of independence’ 
to show proudly their position in Europe.82 Motoring maps of the frame and 
style shown here played an important role in these new persuasive geogra-
phies.83 The cartographic obduracy of the network became the proof that 
(at least some parts of) ‘the East’ had always been central to Europe, and 
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formed one building block in the rhetoric that eventually moved many of 
the nations in the ‘middle’ to the ‘West’.84

Disconnecting network from territory: 
Another interruption in place of a conclusion

The mapping processes I have described have shown in most cases how 
maps of European networks have been used, alternately or together, to call 
into being a networked place called Europe. In the case of the London to 
Istanbul road, while myths of a rational, straight road through empty space 
were superimposed on the map, specific place-myths of Europe were repeat-
edly called upon to make the road seem like a ‘natural’ occurrence and 
expression of places that already existed. In the case of the Cold War maps, 
the network appeared as a ghost: something visible and indelibly tied to a 
place, but intangible and unstuck in time.

I will close by considering one further map, produced by A SEED Europe, 
one group that has actively opposed the various transport networks of the 
EU on an EU-wide basis.85 As the map claims:

This is what Europe looks like. For a large part a busy, densely populated 
and ever-building small-size continent. Unfortunately, the green lines on 
this map aren’t showing valuable forests or nature areas but the exten-
sive infrastructure that is planned for Europe – East, North South and 
West. The EU driven projects TENs and TINA corridor links (Transport 
Infrastructure Needs Assessment) are mega-billion projects that should 
make Europe ‘a coherent, easily-accessible continent’. [ ... ] Take a close 
look! It’s quite ‘green’ isn’t it?86

This map attempts to hijack the myth of Europe as a networked space 
and turn it into a map of local resistance, showing widespread dissatisfac-
tion and ‘friction’ against the coming of infrastructures. At first glance, it 
appears to be a very familiar map. It lists priority European projects in red 
(and hard-to-read) numbers, and has a series of alternate nodes in yellow 
flags, each one a listing for an organization working to oppose the projects, 
and visually outnumbering the red dots.

Unlike the other maps discussed here, where the network has appeared 
as more or less naturally integrated into the territory portrayed, this map 
posits the continent of Europe as a natural space against the network. The 
yellow flags make specific appeals to places, asserting their historicity and 
locality against the ‘flows’ of the network. In so doing, however, whether 
deliberately or not, the map also makes an appeal to an apparently natu-
rally and nationally based European territory. The Maghreb and the Asian 
part of Turkey appear in white (which the legend lists as ‘other continents’), 
while, interestingly, the European side of Turkey is coloured in, and an 
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Istanbul-based resistance group is listed. Ironically, it reproduces a similar 
cartographic confusion to that in the map with which I began this chapter. 
Above all, the map highlights the as-yet-limited spatial rhetoric of resistance 
to network projects at the European level, both in terms of the points at 
which resistance can be exercised and also in terms of the alternate visions 
available in current discourse.87 It suggests that, like EU planning processes 
themselves, resistance may ultimately be best expressed ‘off the map’.88
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Biography 2: David Mitrany and 
Ernst Haas: Theorizing a United 
Europe
Waqar Zaidi

The relationship between the theory and practice of European integration is 
not always clear. Proponents of functionalist and neo-functionalist theories 
of international relations argued that the pragmatic tackling of technical 
and economic problems in the international sphere, rather than compre-
hensive plans for international federation, was the most fruitful method 
of achieving some measure of international integration and thereby tack-
ling what David Mitrany called ‘the baffling division between the peoples 
of the world’. Many of these theorists drew inspiration from the work of 
the early post-Second World War proponents of European integration, and 
indeed these proponents themselves have now come to represent historical 
embodiments of the political theories of these theorists – the likes of Alberto 
Spinelli, Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman were all, claims the literature on 
European integration, either functionalists or neo-functionalists. But if the 
historical actors have come to embody functionalist theory, what do we 
know about the theorists as historical actors? It is noteworthy that the two 
leading theorists, David Mitrany and Ernst Haas, were themselves products 
of transnational circulation of experts.

David Mitrany was born in Bucharest, Romania in 1888, and moved to 
London to study sociology and economics at the LSE in 1912. He quickly 
became known as an expert on European affairs – eventually undertak-
ing intelligence work for the Foreign and Colonial Office, writing for the 
Manchester Guardian, and editing publications for the Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace. After completing his PhD in 1929 and DSc in eco-
nomics in 1931 he moved into academia, and in 1943 produced a pam-
phlet that expressed in detail, for the first time, his functionalist approach 
to international organization: A Working Peace System: An Argument for the 
Functional Development of International Organization. It is this approach, 
developed through further articles, for which he is now best remembered.
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Concerned, like many other intellectuals at that time, with the problem 
of reconciling national sovereignty with international peace, the interna-
tionalist Mitrany argued that national sovereignty needed to be curtailed in 
order for international peace and prosperity to come about. This, he argued, 
could not happen through a constitutional approach to international 
organization or world government, but rather through what he termed a 
functional approach.

Drawing inspiration from many areas, particularly the American TVA 
project and the various specialized United Nations organizations (particu-
larly the Food and Agricultural Organization), he argued that the most suc-
cessful trans-border organizations were those pragmatically set up to tackle 
specific trans-border problems – those whose powers were limited to specific 
areas  sufficient to fulfil their limited functions. Apolitical technocrats would 
ensure the success of such international organizations, and convince nation 
states to further empower them to deal with other technical areas. As the 
number and functions of these organizations increased, he argued, national 
sovereignty, and eventually the nation state itself, would gradually wither 
away. Technical international organizations would also help in the prevention 
of war; ‘... a joint European transport organisation such as the new European 
Central Inland Transport Organisation,’ he argued in ‘The Growth of World 
Organisation’ (Common Wealth Review, June 1946), ‘should be able to plan the 
railways and canals of Europe with a view to improving civilian communi-
cations and facilitating trade, but prevent the construction of railways and 
roads primarily for strategic purposes.’

Fuelled by early expectations of the United Nations experience, the func-
tional approach came to be celebrated amongst international relations and 
government policy circles through to the early 1950s. By that time, however, 
it had become clear that the UN, even in its supposedly functional organs, 
had become bogged down in political wrangling. International relations the-
orists began to rethink Mitrany’s functionalist approach within a regional 
context – foremost amongst them was the German émigré Ernst Haas.

Born in Frankfurt in 1924, Ernst Haas immigrated with his family to the 
United States in 1938. After completing a PhD in public law and government 
in 1952 from Columbia University, he began his academic career in 1951 at 
the University of California at Berkeley, where he remained until his death 
in 2003. From early on in his career, he took a strong interest in the phe-
nomena of nationalism, and his ‘neo-functionalist’ theory of international 
relations looked to move beyond Mitrany’s functionalism and explain what 
he saw as being one of the most important aspects of international relations 
at that time: the integration of Europe. In his early works, particularly The 
Uniting of Europe and Beyond the Nation State, he argued that Mitrany’s func-
tionalist understanding of international integration could not adequately 
explain the actual development of transnational technical organizations.



80 Waqar Zaidi

The Uniting of Europe was first published in 1958, and soon became inex-
tricably linked with the European project itself. Haas argued that a modi-
fied functionalist theory of international integration could explain the 
advent and success of the European Coal and Steel Community better than 
Mitrany’s functionalist theory. Haas agreed with Mitrany on the need for 
a gradual approach to international integration, and argued that, as long 
as certain initial conditions were satisfied, a specialized technical interna-
tional organization could expand its functions through what he termed 
‘spill-over’. As Haas put it:

From the initially merged sectors, a demonstrable process of expand-
ing group expectations among industrialists, dealers, and trade unions 
emerges. A spill-over into as yet unintegrated economic areas and a con-
cern over political techniques appropriate for the control of new and 
larger problems is manifest.

This process, he believed, would eventually lead to the decline of the 
nation state and international integration. The crucial differences between 
the two theories arose with regard to the fundamental driving force behind 
the increased influence and scope of the international organizations. The 
success of such organizations within Haas’ ‘neo-functionalist’ theory was 
predicated on the self-interestedness of national politicians and institutions, 
and their consequent commitment to international organizations and asso-
ciated technocrats. Their success within Mitrany’s functionalist theory, on 
the other hand, was predicated on the apolitical activity of internationally 
minded technocrats. Although such technocrats were recognized and cel-
ebrated by Haas as well, spill-over was ultimately about national actors and 
institutions accommodating themselves to the existence of supranational 
organizations.

The initial conditions that Haas postulated as being required for  spill-over 
limited his theory to one of regional integration: unlike Mitrany, Haas 
believed that functional integration could only occur amongst highly 
industrialized pluralistic democracies. His initial conditions included the 
presence of functioning parliamentary democracies in the participating 
states, as well as scope for expansion with regard to the functions of the 
original international organization. These conditions, he argued, were to be 
uniquely found in Western Europe in the late 1940s, leading to some meas-
ure of European integration by 1958.

Although neo-functionalist theory was immensely influential in academic 
circles, a perceived slowdown in European integration in the 1960s led most 
in the field of international relations, including Haas himself, to argue that 
the theory in its original form no longer applied to European integration. 
It failed to take into account several crucial factors, the argument went: 
most prominently the rise of de Gaulle and his highly nationalistic politics. 
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Interest in both functionalist and neo-functionalist theories continued 
to decline until the mid-1980s, when the relatively easy passage of the 
Single European Act led to a resurgence of interest in these theories within 
European Studies circles. International relations theorists and proponents 
of European integration, taking their cue from the writings of the  post-war 
European integrationists and Haas himself, have once again come to focus 
on the connection between these theories and the period of European insti-
tution-building from the late 1940s to the 1960s.
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3
Transnational Infrastructures and 
the Origins of European Integration
Johan Schot

Ideas for integrating energy and transport infrastructures were intensively 
discussed in the post-Second World War era, and such discussions eventually 
led to the establishment of the European Union’s predecessors: the European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and the European Economic Community 
(EEC). In the 1960s and 1970s, however, integration in these sectors was 
widely seen as a huge failure, and as a consequence general European inte-
gration histories often ignore both sectors.1 This chapter will do exactly the 
opposite. It will delve into this past to explain why the European Economic 
Community was unsuccessful in taking up infrastructural integration in 
transport and energy, and explore the implications of this explanation for 
the history of European integration. The argument is based on both a theo-
retical and an empirical exploration. My theoretical exploration takes its 
cue from the neo-functionalist interpretation of the origins of European 
integration, in particular the work of Ernst Haas.2 Neo-functionalism is a 
good point of departure, not only because it is treated in many textbooks 
and theoretical overviews as the starting point for integration theory, but 
also because, contrary to other theories, it puts infrastructural integration 
at the centre of its theoretical analysis.3 Although neo-functionalists did 
not use the notion of infrastructure but instead talked about sectors such 
as transport, energy or communication, their notion of ‘sector’ essentially 
equals the notion of infrastructure used in this chapter. I use the term here 
in a broad sense, including not only the material networks built for facili-
tating movement of people, information, goods and services, but also the 
standards, policies and regulations needed to use the networks.4

European integration is a problematical category, not only because it 
inherently assumes a certain direction towards integration, and so easily 
provokes writing a history of fulfilment, but also because the definition of 
what counts as an integration process is highly contested, both by the his-
torical actors and in the historiography.5 At this point I refrain from provid-
ing a definition of the term, as redefining it is a key goal of the analysis that 
follows. In the final section I argue that integration history should decentre 
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the EU and its direct predecessors and portray integration as fragmented, 
both spatially and functionally. By doing so, we can avoid the teleology 
embedded in the most current notions of ‘integration’. Such a history would 
not only be one possible response to the volume editors’ call for clarifica-
tion on how infrastructures relate to European unification, but also con-
tribute to an emerging new transnational history of European integration.6 
The central thesis of this chapter is that emphasizing the importance of 
 non-governmental actors and institutions allows us to re-evaluate Alan 
Milward’s interpretation of European integration history as rescue of the 
nation state. In highlighting the role of technical experts in various tran-
snational committees and organizations related to the sectors of energy and 
transport, I argue that post-war efforts in sectoral integration were at least 
partly the result of an influential technocratic internationalism. This tech-
nocratic internationalism, which originated in the interwar years, deeply 
influenced the design and implementation of transnational infrastructures 
shaped by technical experts, and challenged the political initiatives to foster 
European integration through supranational bodies and authorities.

Although never advertised as such, it could be argued that  neo-functionalist 
integration theory already pointed to the importance of transnational his-
tory. In order to demonstrate this, we will start our chapter with an out-
line of neo-functionalist theory, followed by a critical assessment of this 
theory in the light of new approaches to European integration history in 
the field of the history of technology. I will show the validity of such re-
evaluation by presenting exemplary case studies of several sectors, offering 
both a chronological and a thematic exploration of the European integra-
tion process through the lens of transnational infrastructures. Finally, in 
concluding remarks I will discuss both the merits and the shortcomings of 
 neo-functionalist theory as explanandum of a sectoral integration process 
in Europe and reflect on the complex and sometimes hidden logics of infra-
structural integration and fragmentation in the post-war European history.

The neo-functionalist ideas on European integration

From the late 1950s until the late 1960s, neo-functionalist theory devel-
oped by political scientists (rather than historians) dominated the historical 
understanding of European integration. The seminal work is The Uniting 
of Europe by Ernst B. Haas, in which he analyses the establishment of the 
ECSC and its effects. From there, Haas and others developed their ideas 
further over the next decade.7 The central idea was that integration, and 
hence the creation of a long-term system of peace in Europe, could be engi-
neered by creating sector-specific international organizations that perform 
certain functions such as coal and steel production, transport, communica-
tion, healthcare, defence and so on. According to Haas, once started in one 
sector, the integration process would give rise to an expansive integration 
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logic. In neo-functionalism, the term ‘spill-over’ is used to describe this 
logic. There are three types of spill-over effects: functional, political and 
cultivated spill-over.8 A functional spill-over is a process in which integra-
tion in one sector encourages other sectors to integrate as well. The main 
idea is that starting integration in, for instance, the coal and steel industries 
will soon give rise to integration in the entire energy sector, and will also 
put pressure on the transport sector because of the need to integrate the 
transport of coal and steel. Political spill-over refers to the emergence of 
a new political community (an elite of civil servants, politicians, manag-
ers and union leaders), which would no longer have loyalties toward the 
nation states involved because it would recognize that the integration proc-
ess was better able to generate welfare and satisfy needs than the individual 
nation states. Cultivated spill-over refers to the role of the central institu-
tion: the High Authority in the case of the ECSC and the Commission in 
the case of the EEC. In neo-functionalist theory an important precondition 
for integration was that such institutions should be supranational, since this 
would allow the leading civil servants to upgrade common interest and thus 
encourage the other two processes of spill-over to happen.

Neo-functionalists developed a very eloquent and elaborate theory, to 
which I cannot do justice here. Instead I would like to stress two features of 
this interpretation that are important to my argument. First, for Haas and 
neo-functionalist theories, integration meant the emergence of a new fed-
eral European state. Second, it is important to recognize that, although Haas 
argued that integration would have an expansive and unfolding dynamic, 
he also acknowledged in later work that such dynamic would still require 
agency.9 This would come not only from the supranational institution but 
also from a new political community of experts, managers and civil serv-
ants, who would be able to interfere in the power play of nation states. This 
elite would acquire room to manoeuvre because nation states are by defini-
tion pluralist and thus have no control over the actions of all the different 
elites representing the nation state.

Neo-functionalists seemed to have got it right with the ratification of 
the Rome Treaty in 1957 and the establishment of the European Economic 
Community and a European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom). They 
argued that these two organizations were the outcome of the spill-over proc-
ess which had begun with the creation of the ECSC, and they anticipated 
next steps that would eventually lead to a federal state.10 But let us first 
 re-investigate the history of the first twelve years of post-war integration 
efforts, with a focus on attempts to integrate energy and transport infra-
structures. Unavoidably this leads to a rehash of some known textbook 
integration histories, yet coming into this history from the point of infra-
structure allows me to weave some new threads, and show the centrality of 
infrastructure to the integration process.
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European integration born out of reconstruction

In March 1947, the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 
was set up to facilitate concerted action for the economic reconstruction of 
Europe, including transport and energy.11 Not only the USA and all eight-
een European members of the UN, including Russia and many Western and 
Eastern European countries, but also European non-members of the UN 
participated. It was thus a genuinely pan-European organization that aimed 
explicitly to integrate Europe economically, though this was not part of its 
official mission. It was led by the Swedish economist and politician Gunnar 
Myrdal, whose vision was that European integration should include Eastern 
Europe. From the beginning the ECE worked mainly through specialized 
technical committees staffed with experts, including committees for inland 
transport and electricity. This was an explicit part of the ECE organizational 
philosophy. As Myrdal explained later on:

the committees and all their suborgans met in private and the documen-
tation was not made public ... this greatly contributed to unhampered 
and effective discussion of practical problems. Stress was from the begin-
ning laid on the technical and non-political character of the work. Issues 
were never put to vote ... Practical results of cooperation between govern-
ments are reached when several of them – not necessarily all or even a 
 majority – agree on something.12

In the year of the ECE’s establishment, American officials came to the 
conclusion that their strategies for promoting stable recovery in Europe 
were not working and that the way to achieve growth was through boosting 
output and productivity. This could only happen in Europe, they believed, 
through market expansion. Consequently it was argued that Europe needed 
to integrate economically, by means such as establishing a customs union 
to reduce restrictions on trade and movement of production factors. The 
Americans sought not only to reconstruct Europe economically, however, 
but also politically. Economic integration would not work without replacing 
the old European state system, which had nurtured economic nationalism 
during the interwar years and would do so again. Its replacement could take 
the form of US-style federalism, but in any case American policymakers saw 
a strong need for a supranational solution that would include central insti-
tutions of co-ordination and control.13

One important channel through which America’s politicians and 
 policymakers could apply pressure for a United States of Europe was its recon-
struction and aid effort. Integration became a condition for Marshall Plan 
aid. With this initiative the USA abandoned piecemeal aid policies in favour 
of a comprehensive recovery plan that was to be agreed by the Europeans 



86 Johan Schot

themselves and used to support the unification of Europe. When the ideas 
behind the Marshall plan were first discussed, the UNECE seemed to be in 
a good position to run the program. Yet eventually the USA did not want 
to work through the UNECE because of Soviet participation – the Cold War 
had begun. Accordingly, on the insistence of the USA, sixteen European 
countries created a new organization in 1948: the Organization for European 
Economic Cooperation (OEEC). It became focused on creating closer economic 
co-operation, and worked on issues such as trade liberalization, productiv-
ity, and currency convertibility. It did not became the supranational plan-
ning body envisaged by the Americans, but an intergovernmental body in 
which technical committees, for transport and energy among others, were 
to play an important role. For the French and British foreign offices, the 
OEEC had to represent an apolitical and technical organization in order 
to avoid too much US political interference.14 Consequently, in 1948 two 
organizations existed side by side, the OEEC and the ECE, both of which 
heavily relied on experts and had similar committee structures. American 
experts were present in meetings of both organizations. While this working 
method was the result of an explicit strategy for the ECE, for the OEEC it 
was the default effect of a strategy to prevent Europe’s refashioning accord-
ing to American standards. The overlapping mandates set the stage for some 
competition between both organizations, but also for co-ordination and 
division of labour, not least because the same experts often worked in the 
committees of both organizations, and shared a similar perspective on inte-
gration. Both organizations worked on a wide range of topics. By looking at 
the attempts to integrate the transport and energy sectors, this chapter will 
show how their relationship worked in practice.

Transport integration

Between 1947 and 1950 the ECE Transport Committee developed a 
Declaration on the Construction of Main European International Traffic 
Arteries.15 The aim was to integrate Europe’s roads in a network of E-Roads. 
The declaration identified main arteries, numbered E1 to E22, and feeder 
roads, numbered E31 to E92. The road system had a clear pan-European 
flavour, including Southern and Eastern Europe. By signing the declaration, 
states promised to build or rebuild the selected national roads according to 
European standards, which were specified in technical annexes.16 The work-
ing method was based on a consensus among road planners and engineers 
that such a European network could not be built top-down, as American 
experts would have preferred. Instead it would connect national networks 
and Europeanize them. This preference was the outcome of interwar dis-
cussions among international road organizations and engineers on how to 
build a European motorway network.17 This approach identified European 
roads that should ideally be important not only for international but also 
for national traffic, since this would enhance the chances that national 
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countries would finance the upgrading of their own E-road stretches. In 
the period up to 1975, when a major revision was done, the network grew, 
becoming denser and more up-to-standard. While the traffic on it exploded, 
the standards became more stringent (since the level of application was 
related to traffic density).

The UNECE not only designed the E-road network, it also developed an 
elaborate legal framework for cross-border road traffic in collaboration with 
international non-governmental organizations such as the International 
Chamber of Commerce and the International Road Transport Union.18 The 
most important achievement was a multilateral agreement for freight trans-
port, which had failed to emerge during the interwar years. After the war, 
cross-border truck traffic was not always allowed, and sometimes goods 
even had to be unloaded and reloaded at the border. Under American pres-
sure the Transport Committee of UNECE managed to develop an agreement 
that liberalized transit traffic for six months starting on 6 December 1947. 
All Western European countries, as well as Hungary and Czechoslovakia, 
signed the agreement. These agreements were extended several times, but 
in the 1950s countries began to develop barriers for international trans-
port of goods, in particular quotas (using a licence system) and tariffs. Since 
the UNECE Transport Committee anticipated that the days of liberalization 
would soon pass, it worked to create a regime for international road transport 
which would ease the crossing of borders. For example, it arranged a mutual 
recognition of driving licences and helped abolish the pre-war system in 
which private vehicles used for tourism had to be imported when cross-
ing a border. It also introduced the so-called TIR (Transport Internationaux 
Routieres) scheme that abolished all customs duties for transit road freight 
transport (and a similar TIT schema for rail transit). For perishable food 
it helped to develop special refrigerated railway wagons, schemes for icing 
stations along transport routes, and standards for packaging of fresh fruits 
and vegetables, up to establishment of a new international rail and road 
organization that would run a complete cooling chain. As a result, in 1955 
‘Transfrigoroute Europe’ was founded.19 This was an association of the most 
prominent refrigerated road carriers of nine countries. In March 1951, a 
multilateral scheme was negotiated granting licences to international bus 
services. These bus services were also provided by railway companies. Under 
the brand name ‘Europabus’, the Union des Services Routiers des Chemins de 
Fer Européens (URF) started offering services already in April 1951, while 
other private companies, such as Viking Continentbus and Trans-European 
Buslines, also served the fast-growing demand. In 1956 Europabus had 
more than 100 lines and circular tours covering 40,000 km in seventeen 
countries.

In the 1960s cross-border traffic of tourism and goods transport exploded 
in Europe. This mobility explosion cannot be directly linked to the estab-
lishment of the European E-road network and the series of agreements, 
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standards and conventions for the management of the traffic flows dis-
cussed here. But it is our hypothesis that without these accomplishments 
growth would have been more difficult.

Energy integration

Transport was a sector in which the UNECE was most active via its Inland 
Transport Committee, and where it turned out to be a more important actor 
than the OEEC Transport Committee. In the case of energy, the situation 
was a bit different. Here the OEEC Electric Committee took the lead.20 The 
‘US European Cooperation Act’ that called the Europe Recovery Plan ERP 
into being had explicitly mentioned the need to boost power production. 
Subsequently a separate electricity programme was developed. This pro-
gramme would assist in building new electric facilities, not only located 
in the various nation states, but also ones that would be internationally 
financed and owned in order to share the electricity generated. For G.W. 
Perkins, who was overseeing the programme on behalf of the USA, the inter-
nationally owned and financed facilities were the most important part of 
the electricity programme. Yet these failed to materialize. Western European 
utilities and their experts who were sitting on the OEEC Electric Committee 
did not propose any project that would meet the American criteria for an 
international project. The committee was in favour of internationalization, 
but they opposed plans for international ownership of power plants or even 
transmission lines. As became clear in a report based on a study trip of 
twenty-five electrical engineers to the USA – much to the chagrin of the 
American OEEC officials – engineers and utilities favoured regional group-
ings that would gradually interconnect national systems. As in the case of 
transport, they preferred to build on a consensus on how to internationalize 
electricity production that had emerged in the interwar period. This solu-
tion was based on voluntary exchange of electricity across borders whenever 
utilities saw a need. The network managers trusted that they would serve 
each other’s needs whenever required, because they had developed a spirit 
of mutual trust in each other.21 The main barriers they saw to this volun-
tary exchange were political ones, such as electricity companies’ obligation 
to ask permission from national governments to transmit electricity over 
the border. Accordingly, they expressed a need to lift this obligation. The 
Americans had hoped for the development of an international programme 
that would place final authority in the hands of a newly established organi-
zation. Instead of such a supranational solution, the European engineers 
proposed an international electricity power pool to be controlled by joint 
operation of utilities. The exchanges would be arranged bilaterally and on a 
voluntary basis, in line with common practice.22

For the Americans this meant that their international programme initia-
tive had failed. Yet the idea for a power pool was endorsed by the OEEC 
Council in March 1950 and led to the creation of a co-ordinating body, the 
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Union for the Coordination and Transport of Electricity (UCPTE), by representa-
tives of utilities from eight European countries in May 1951.23 Following 
UCPTE, the basis for electricity exchange should be voluntary. It should 
work independently of other international organizations, so it was not 
linked to either the OEEC or the UNECE, although members of the UCPTE 
staffed the electric committees of both organizations. The informal nature 
of the Union was reflected in the first article of its statute, which stipulated 
that, although the members were delegates of public administrations or pri-
vate utilities, the Union was made up of people, not of organizations.24 In 
the following years the UCPTE managed, among other things, to create an 
integrated standardized network operating at 50 Hz, which was controlled 
by national or regional utilities. Subsequently, while national production 
grew steeply, the ratio of electricity exports relative to national produc-
tion improved for many years after 1956. Integration, measured in terms of 
growth of traffic, economic dependence and a set of agreed arrangements 
among state and non-state actors, certainly did happen.

Yet the work of OEEC’s and UNECE’s technical committees on trans-
port and energy integration is largely invisible in integration historiogra-
phy. As Gillingham argues, ‘real progress in fitting the unification puzzle 
together began only with the Schuman Plan’, since it heralded integration 
upon accepting the creation of a new supranational institution.25 Let us 
thus now turn to this plan, which is a key to the history of integration from 
an infrastructural perspective. It did not only involve the integration of 
one important energy carrier, coal, but also contained an element of trans-
port integration, as we will see. More importantly, it became the example to 
emulate, as well as to avoid, for a number of other attempts at energy and 
transport integration.

The European Coal and Steel experiment

On 9 May 1950 the French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman announced 
that the coal and steel industries of France, Germany and other willing 
nations would be integrated. In April 1951 six countries signed the ECSC 
treaty, and it was ratified in spring 1952.26 The newly appointed president of 
the so-called High Authority of the ECSC, Jean Monnet, believed that ‘the 
United States [had] begun’.27 Monnet’s positive mood in Spring 1952 was 
induced not only by the creation of the ECSC, but also by other develop-
ments, such as attempts to create a European Defence Community (EDC), 
which seemed to prove him right that the ECSC was only a start.28

The reasons why coal and steel were the starting points have been abun-
dantly analysed in the literature.29 First, it was assumed coal would remain a 
main source of energy for the future, and thus a crucial asset for the needed 
modernization of European economies. Second, and more directly practi-
cally, France simply wanted to ensure continuing supplies of cokes from 
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German coal for one of their strategic industries: steel production. The 
Schuman plan was thus an extension of the modernization of French indus-
try. For Jean Monnet, one of the architects of the French modernization 
plan and author of the Schuman Plan, and his American allies, who had 
put pressure on governments to sign the Treaty, there was more at stake.30 
Coal and steel were just starting points. Their ultimate aim was not merely 
to protect French interests, but to create a new European sector of indus-
try that would serve as a first step towards the emergence of a new federal 
state. To his mind, it could only work if there were a powerful central direc-
torate, the High Authority, that would get a mandate to push for integra-
tion. Monnet had not been the first to argue for coal and steel integration. 
During the interwar years German coal and steel producers had developed 
successful forms of co-operation with foreign partners. The formation of 
the International Steel Cartel in 1926 had been one of the first steps in this 
process, which continued well into the 1930s, and led to the establishment 
of several other cartels. However, Monnet did not push for cartels any more, 
but for competition organized by a High Authority.31

The six nations that finally signed the Treaty agreed to accept the emer-
gence of a supranational institution, and thus gave up their own rights 
to make policies in this area. Even more, this central body gained powers 
to set prices and influence production that were not previously exercised 
by national governments.32 In the plan as proposed by Monnet there was 
only one central institution, the ‘High Authority’ (HA). During the nego-
tiations a ‘Council of Ministers’ and a ‘European Parliamentary Assembly’ 
were added. This reflected the concern of national governments for creat-
ing a check on the powers of the HA. Although Monnet wanted the ECSC 
to regulate the market and to encourage modernization, the big difference 
with the interwar period was that he aimed for public dirigisme. He strongly 
pressed for the organization of the common goods market and for the break-
ing up of private cartels, following the strong American antitrust policies. 
Modernization should be accomplished through ‘organized competition’ 
supervised by the High Authority. The HA had the mandate to protect the 
market from anticompetitive mergers, cartels, national governmental pric-
ing policies, subsidies and other distortions. Yet it would be a guided com-
petition, since the HA was charged with the task of softening the social 
consequences of the liberalization of the market. In addition, it could set 
prices to stabilize the market and impose production quotas in times of 
overproduction.33

It is clear that the ECSC and EDC embodied a different vision on inte-
gration from the OEEC or UNECE. Promoters of the sectoral integration 
approach aimed at political integration, while for the OEEC and UNECE 
economic integration was more important, albeit some would argue that 
such integration needed a political complement. For Jean Monnet, the OEEC 
was a byword for futility since it had no supranational element.34 Another 



Infrastructures and European Integration 91

important difference was that the members of the HA had to exercise their 
functions in complete independence. In the ECSC treaty text (article 9) it 
was stipulated that none of them could represent a national government or 
could be connected to the coal or steel industry.35 This is a striking differ-
ence from the OEEC and UNECE. The Transport and Electric Committees 
were manned with experts who sought to represent their national minis-
tries, agencies, administrations, utilities and other international organiza-
tions active in the field precisely because this national representation would 
put them in a position to contribute to the implementation of the agreed 
measures within their own national frameworks.

Monnet’s public dirigisme and preference for supranationalism were not 
favoured by his own colleagues, and were strongly resisted by industry.36 
Still, in its first years the High Authority did manage to remove national 
tariff barriers and quantitative restrictions. But it was less successful in 
removing discriminatory and distorting practices, such as unequal national 
freight railway rates, which varied greatly due to government policies and 
subsidies and made up a substantial part of the price of coal and steel. Yet it 
did succeed in ending the system of breaking up freight transport charges 
into separate sections, one for each country of transit, which meant that 
transport companies paid two or more so-called fictive terminal fees for 
loading and unloading at the border. By 1956 it also managed to bring about 
the abolition of directly discriminatory rates, that is, the charging of higher 
rate for goods crossing national frontiers. One might argue that this was 
the beginning of the sought-after functional spill-over effect on transport.37 
However, for Monnet the effects were too little and they came too late. After 
the French voted down the EDC in the summer of 1954 he decided to leave 
the ECSC to be in a better position to work on sectoral integration projects 
for transport and energy. However, he ignored the fact that sectoral integra-
tion in transport had been debated a lot and with concrete results – albeit 
in other institutional and organizational frameworks than the ones he 
 imagined. As we will see, these debates had started in the Council of Europe 
three months after Schuman had given his famous speech on coal and steel 
integration. These initiatives clearly influenced the relaunch of sectoral 
integration initiatives staged by Monnet and others in 1954/1955.

More integration by sector?

The Bonnefous initiative: A supranational transport authority

On 16 August 1950, Edouard Bonnefous proposed that the Consultative 
Assembly of the Council of Europe explore sectoral integration for transport.38 
The Council of Europe was the institutional outcome of the Congress of 
Europe held in May 1948 in The Hague, organized by various streams of 
organizations pushing for some kind of federal Europe. Its statute was 
signed as the ‘Treaty of Westminster’ by representatives of ten states.39 
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Notwithstanding the unhappiness of several foreign ministries, in particu-
lar the British, about its establishment, the pressure to form the Council of 
Europe was too strong to be resisted. Many supporters of European integra-
tion came to consider the outcome as unsatisfactory, since the established 
European Parliament, called ‘Consultative Assembly’, could debate and 
discuss policies and offer recommendations to a Committee of (Foreign) 
Ministers without being able to bind them in any way. The opportunity for 
debate was seized, however. The Assembly gathered some of the most ardent 
supporters for a European federal state. They developed a range of propos-
als for European federation from its first session, in 1949, when Paul-Henri 
Spaak became president. Although the discussions were not taken up by the 
Committee of Ministers, they did contribute to the creation of a constitu-
ency that was receptive to ideas on European unification. The lack of success 
of direct federation, together with the enthusiasm created by the Schuman 
plan, led the Assembly to focus more on plans for sectoral integration in the 
autumn of 1950, discussed under the heading of ‘specialized authorities’. 
For example, in August 1950, the Assembly not only discussed a proposal 
by Bonnefous for a European transport authority, but they also passed on 
to the Committee of Ministers a recommendation for setting up a European 
organization in agriculture, building on a number of earlier plans.40

Bonnefous was a member of French Parliament, a delegate of the Assembly 
and an ardent supporter of European unification. According to him, trans-
port was an area where ‘it is easiest to advance and rapidly obtain tangible 
results’.41 Bonnefous proposed a supranational European transport organiza-
tion that would, firstly, co-ordinate the modes of transport, including civil 
aviation, railroads, roads, and coastal and inland navigation at the European 
level. Secondly, it would build a common transport network, and should there-
fore be given the mandate to decide on large-scale investment programmes. 
Finally, this supranational transport organization could  co-ordinate the activ-
ities of other international transport organizations. The proposed ‘European 
Transport Authority’ could best be attached to the Council of Europe since 
it had a large enough geographical scope (not limited to the six countries 
involved in ECSC negotiations), and it would have a structure similar to that 
of the future ECSC, including an Executive Committee comparable to the 
High Authority proposed in the Schuman Plan.

While the initiative was heavily criticized for its supranational charac-
teristics by the British and Scandinavian members of the Assembly, other 
members preferred to wait and see what would happen with the ECSC before 
embarking on this new adventure. The history of this initiative within the 
Council of Europe is quite complex, and this is not the place to go into 
details.42 The main point I would like to stress in the context of this chap-
ter is that the national ministries of transport and international transport 
organizations, although not involved in the CoE in any way, used the nego-
tiations within the committee to criticize the supranational aspect. They 
disapproved of a form of political integration that would weaken the existing 



Infrastructures and European Integration 93

network of international organizations that already existed in the transport 
field, and argued against an authority that would leave decisions in the hands 
of a body not staffed by technical experts. The final proposal that became 
accepted by the Assembly was prepared by the Frenchman Maurice Lemaire. 
Lemaire was chairman of the important International Railway Organization 
(UIC), which represented the voice of various transport organizations and 
transport ministries. In September 1952 he proposed a European Council for 
Transport that would be purely advisory and would bring together represent-
atives of transport ministers of governments, international organizations, 
members of the Council of Europe, the ECSC and the international Chamber 
of Commerce. It should focus on studying problems and produce proposals 
for all actors involved. Ironically, in his explanatory memorandum Lemaire 
stressed the importance of the proposed Council for checking the ambitions 
of the ECSC in the area of transport.43 What had started as an adjunct to 
the ECSC and a co-promotion of political unification was now designed as a 
counterforce and even competitor of the ECSC.

The Bonnefous legacy: An expert-driven 
European transport organization

After the acceptance of the final proposal by the CoE’s Assembly, two ini-
tiatives were taken that aimed to take the proposal in a different direction. 
Both the British and French governments decided to organize a confer-
ence as a follow-up. The French prime minister pushed his transport min-
ister to include not only the six countries involved in the ECSC initiative, 
but also Austria and Switzerland, since they seemed central for transport 
 co-ordination.44 The original intent of the French prime minister’s govern-
ment was to discuss again a High Authority for transport, as originally pro-
posed by Bonnefous. But for strategic reasons it was decided not to push 
this agenda, since the French foreign office considered negotiations on a 
new European Defence Community more important.45 Subsequently other 
issues dominated the agenda, such as ongoing UNECE, UIC and OEEC ini-
tiatives in the area of the planning of a European road network, or issues 
of standardization. A main output of the conference was the decision to 
enlarge an existing agreement between German and French railway organi-
zations on the mutual use of wagons. The next step was to standardize these 
wagons following common technical norms. This plan was developed by 
Louis Armand, who gave it the name of EUROP-Pool to signify its broader 
intentions not only to cover more countries in the future, but also to serve 
as a stepping stone in the process of European integration.46 At the confer-
ence it was also decided to complement the pooling and standardization of 
wagons with the establishment of a new company for jointly financing new 
wagons under the name of ‘Eurofima’.47

While the French originally intended to use the Paris conference to 
 discuss a supranational solution for transport integration, the British gov-
ernment acted on the CoE proposal for the opposite reason. Since the 
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proposed organization was only of consultative character, this fitted their 
overall foreign policy objectives to establish a practical alternative model for 
the supranational ECSC (and EDC). This foreign policy objective of avoid-
ing a supranational solution synchronized with the objectives of transport 
ministries in Europe, including those in Germany and France. They feared 
that the sectoral approach would lead to the establishment of a suprana-
tional transport authority headed by non-experts and become subject to 
outside intervention into their realm, crowded with many international 
organizations controlled by transport experts. They favoured strengthen-
ing co-operation by means of multilateral agreements on separate aspects 
of European transport using the existing expert channels. The fear of out-
side intervention was alleviated by the ongoing discussion within the ECSC 
subcommittee on transport, which had begun to urge the High Authority 
to develop an overall transport policy. The British foreign office invited the 
OEEC’s inland transport committee to act on the CoE proposal. The com-
mittee accepted the British proposal and embarked on the organization of 
a series of conferences. Following the logic of the OEEC’s organizational 
set-up, the conferences were dominated by experts and transport ministries. 
Although the German and French transport ministries agreed to work with 
the British foreign ministry, they did not like the liberal British approach, 
also favoured by the OEEC, towards integration. But at least using the OEEC 
as a platform would preclude the supranational option from appearing on 
the agenda.48

Transport ministries were not in favour of a liberal approach, since that 
would treat transport as just another sector of the economy, and focus on 
taking away all distortions for a free market. This would include encourag-
ing competition between modes of transport. The transport ministries and 
transport experts felt transport was a sector with distinctive characteristics. 
It was seen as an instrument of public policy to secure a wide range of eco-
nomic goals (modernization of the economy) as well as social welfare goals 
(universal access at a reasonable price). Wasteful competition among various 
modes should therefore be avoided. The task of any transport organization 
should be to allow each mode to do what it can do best. In particular, com-
petition between road haulage and railway transport should be avoided.49

The series of conferences organized by the OEEC finally led to the estab-
lishment of a new transport organization. On 17 October 1953, sixteen 
countries decided to found the European Conference of Ministers of Transport 
(ECMT). It was to be an independent organization working with national 
transport experts, focusing on technical issues, and collaborating with 
other international organizations. Decisions were to be taken by a council 
of transport ministries which met once a year and provided recommen-
dations adopted by majority vote. Transport ministries succeeded in cre-
ating an organization that pursued their own integration approach, and 
this against the will of the Foreign Offices of the governments of Britain, 
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Sweden and Denmark, who pushed for a link with the OEEC. As a com-
promise, the ECMT administrative secretariat was finally integrated into 
that of the OEEC, but the precise relationship with the OEEC remained 
unclear. Furthermore, the ECMT was ordered to report annually to the CoE 
Consultative Assembly, although this body did not welcome the ECMT. On 
the contrary, it expressed disapproval, since it lacked any supranational ele-
ment and hence would never have any political significance.50

Demise and relaunch of sectoral integration

With the French National Assembly’s rejection of the EDC in August 1954, 
the possibilities of further political integration of Europe seemed rather lim-
ited, and Monnet and his adjutants had to re-examine their options. As a 
result, they decided to push for sectoral integration in conventional energy 
and transport, and for atomic power.51 They wanted to focus on sectors that 
were perceived as politically less sensitive, and which would easily accept 
centralized planning. Energy and transport seemed to be the perfect candi-
dates, since they were highly regulated industries. To some degree, the con-
centration on transport and energy meant a return to the original scenario, 
as transport and energy always had been mentioned as the next sectors 
to integrate after coal and steel. Only political circumstances had forced 
Monnet to move towards the field of defence. But Monnet did not consider 
the fact that the situation in these sectors had changed. Partly due to the 
creation of the ECSC, experts in the transport and energy sector had devel-
oped a strong aversion to any supranational solution.

Monnet was convinced that atomic energy was the best option on 
which to concentrate his efforts. Nuclear energy promised to be the most 
important energy source for the future, which could diminish Europe’s 
dependency on oil and American imports of coal. The dependency issue 
had already led to long debates within the OEEC, and the drafting of an 
expert report under the leadership of the influential French engineer Louis 
Armand, who was highly involved in developing the French nuclear indus-
try. The report introduced the idea of European nuclear energy production. 
It was Armand who suggested to Monnet to focus on nuclear energy as 
the next step toward political integration. For Armand, the main fuel for 
Europe should not be oil, which would unavoidably bring external depend-
encies, but atomic energy.52

From August 1954 onward, Monnet was in frequent and close contact 
with Paul-Henri Spaak in order to seek ways to get European integration 
going again. As the president of the Council of Europe, Spaak had been 
an alert spectator of the transport discussions in the Assembly. Sectoral 
integration was an important option for him. When he looked at ways to 
implement it using his restored position as foreign minister for Belgium, 
his hopes also centred on the idea of a common transport or energy policy 
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governed by another High Authority, or by the ECSC. But, after his contacts 
with Monnet, Spaak became convinced of the spectacular possibilities for 
European integration in the nuclear field. In April 1955, he sent a set of 
proposals he had agreed with Monnet to the ECSC foreign ministers. The 
proposals called for a general conference of the Six to discuss the creation of 
new High Authority for energy, atomic energy or transport. Two days after 
the invitation by Spaak, the Dutch foreign minister J.W. Beyen proposed to 
the Benelux foreign ministers a plan for economic integration of Europe, 
while he argued against further integration by sector. This plan did not 
come out of the blue. Trade liberalization had been discussed almost contin-
uously since 1948 in the OEEC context, but also as part of a range of plans 
for custom unions. The OEEC’s liberalization programme proved to be frag-
ile, and in the early 1950s new protectionist barriers were raised, threaten-
ing the further growth of the Dutch open economy. Future access to major 
trading partners seemed insecure. The Beyen plan had been designed to 
provide a mechanism which would limit trading partners’ ability to raise 
new trade barriers. It sought automatic reductions of internal tariffs and a 
common external tariff in various stages to be negotiated. Beyen was also 
a proponent of a supranational mechanism to prevent what had happened 
in the interwar period, when a relative dynamic growth in the twenties was 
aborted by a trade war in the 1930s.53

Subsequently, the Benelux foreign ministers, Beyen, Spaak and Bech of 
Luxembourg, decided to join forces and combine the Spaak–Monnet and 
Beyen proposals. If the ambitious plans for an economic community were 
to fail, the fallback option of sectoral integration could still work. Spaak 
expected that protectionist France would never accept such a proposal. The 
three men shared a commitment to some form of supranationality, and had 
already worked together very closely in London during the war on the crea-
tion on the Benelux. They formulated the so-called Benelux memorandum, 
which was sent to the other foreign ECSC ministers, who met in June 1955 
in Messina. The memorandum requested a conference for drafting new trea-
ties. At the meeting, as anticipated, the French were not inclined to create 
such a conference. They did agree, however, to study the issues through an 
ad hoc intergovernmental committee chaired by Spaak. The committee was 
instructed to: 1) pursue joint development plans for European transport; 
2) consider an overall policy for conventional forms of energy; 3) investigate 
the possibility of setting up a common organization for ensuring peaceful 
development of atomic energy; and 4) create a common market to remove 
obstacles to trade and harmonize economic policies and social regulations. 
It was decided that the committee would be assisted by experts from exist-
ing European organizations such as the ECSC, OEEC, Council of Europe 
and the ECMT. The committee established four commissions of experts to 
examine the general common market, conventional energy, atomic energy, 
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and transport respectively. The transport committee established separate 
subcommittees for communication and air transport.

The discussions on transport and conventional energy turned out to be 
difficult, since the invited transport and energy experts argued that the 
development of a common market, such as the ECSC had established for 
coal and steel, was not possible.54 Transport had to fulfil public obligations, 
which differed strongly in each country, and competition between various 
transport modes had to be avoided. Finally, the area covered by the six did 
not make sense from a transport point of view; at a minimum, Austria and 
Switzerland must be added. Another issue raised was that a new organization 
was not needed, since the ECMT already existed. The transport ministers 
were afraid that their independent international role would be restricted by 
a new institution staffed by the foreign affairs and economic ministries. The 
experts in the conventional energy committee also argued that the manu-
facture, transport and distribution of gas and electricity differed enough 
from traffic of manufactured goods that they could not be integrated in a 
common market. The industry was made up of a range of small monopolies 
that could not be easily broken, so competition would never work. They 
focused on technical issues, such as how to meet peak demand and to assess 
future benefits of investments, which were considered of minor importance 
by Spaak. Although Spaak tried to force the experts to come up with results, 
no concrete proposals for sectoral integration emerged, while the deadline 
set for a final report in the Messina Resolution in October 1955 passed. 
Consequently, Spaak took the decision to take matters out of the hands of 
the experts. This had three results that are important to my story. First, the 
common energy policy was dropped. This was not only a result of visions 
on integration by experts, but also because Spaak (and Monnet) had come to 
believe that the rapid formation and growth of a European nuclear industry 
they sought would create a transition of the whole economy from a coal to 
a nuclear base. Hence, the importance of the conventional forms of energy 
would diminish strongly. Second, a separate community would be estab-
lished for European Atomic Agency (Euratom), and finally, transport would 
be integrated in the common market policy.

From the start, the negotiations on Euratom were difficult, and here 
national foreign policies were vital. The treaty text made it possible for 
France and Germany to pursue their own national nuclear policies, and 
thus Euratom never became an effective co-ordination mechanism, except 
for certain minor areas. Although, in this case, national foreign policies can 
explain why Euratom was stillborn, it needs to be researched whether tech-
nocratic internationalism also played a role. The incorporation of transport 
into a common policy also proved to be difficult. Transport experts pro-
tested vigorously against the idea that the sector would become subordinate 
to common market imperatives, and negotiators could not reconcile the 
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conflicting positions. Hence the decision was to leave the text on transport 
vague and open-ended.55 Conflicting issues should be solved later on. The 
transport section in the treaty opens with a statement that transport should 
be subject to common market principles; that is, a common transport pol-
icy should strive for the abolition of obstacles to freedom of movement for 
persons, services and capital as well as ensuring that competition in the 
common market is not distorted. However, the second article dilutes this 
by stating that the implementation should take into account the distinctive 
features of transport. In the first decades of the common transport policy 
the built-in conflict of these two different positions prevented any effec-
tive EEC common transport policy from emerging. After several ambitious 
but failed attempts to create such a policy, the action of the Commission 
tended to be more piecemeal, generally limited to technical issues (stand-
ardization of emission standards, axle sizes etc.) and social concerns (lorry 
drivers’ hours), focused on separate policies for each mode of transport, and 
based on collaboration with other actors in the field. In these limited areas 
the CTP was successful as an adjunct to the work of the ECMT, UIC and 
other actors.56

Technocratic internationalism and European integration

If we interpret the notion of integration as the creation of a policy environ-
ment that was conducive to new integration proposals, the UNECE, OEEC, 
ECSC and CoE initiatives and their outcomes can be seen as a proof for 
an expansive integration logic as theorized by the neo-functionalists.57 
Functional spill-overs happened, but the nature of the outcome was differ-
ent from that desired or promoted by the supporters of sectoral integration, 
since the supranational element was lacking. For this reason neo-function-
alists (and subsequently much of the integration history) paid no attention 
to the various organizations discussed here. They were condemned as inef-
fective before they started, not only by many of the supporters of European 
unification at the time, but also by the theorists and historians of European 
integration. This did not bother the experts, who were put in a position to 
control the new European organizations in various sectors, and happily took 
up the offer to articulate and implement their own views on integration.

These views were characterized by three ideas. First, network-building 
serves public aims. It should be used to induce economic growth, mod-
ernization, social equality, and peace. This idea was based on what might 
be called the myth of networks.58 They believed that networks create eco-
nomic interdependencies which would automatically generate growth, 
unify people and lead to a better mutual understanding between nations 
and peace. Second, networks can be built by connecting national networks, 
which also require development and form the basis of internationaliza-
tion. This obviates the need to dichotomize national and international or 
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European solutions as many of the promoters of European unification did. 
Instead, both developments should be co-ordinated. Third, the best method 
for international collaboration is to create consensus among experts, who 
would find the optimal solution by applying their scientific thinking. 
Experts preferred to stay away from what they defined as power politics and 
the petty nationalism of many diplomats. They asked governments to give 
them a broad mandate and limit political interference as much as possible. 
This could be accomplished by underlining the technical and non-political 
nature of the questions they addressed and avoiding all publicity. For the 
engineers and experts involved, depoliticization and voluntary agreements 
did not signify weakness, but rather embodied the belief in their ability to 
harmonize European and national interests through gradual processes of 
mutual orientation.

Together these ideas form a specific technocratic internationalist perspec-
tive on European integration, which is largely invisible in the integration 
historiography. Already in the interwar years these ideas became a distinc-
tive mode of thinking on how to unify networks, and they were carried 
over into the post-war era.59 However, there is nothing in technocratic 
 internationalism that specifies a preference for a preconceived notion of 
Europe, and in the expert view the ultimate goal should be global reach 
anyway. The spatial spread of the networks should be arranged to be as 
efficient and effective as possible. So it should be determined by the tech-
nical characteristics of the networks and the possibilities for innovation. 
From this perspective, for example, experts saw it as highly artificial to limit 
transport integration to the six countries that signed the ECSC Treaty. Yet 
already during the interwar years technocratic internationalism became 
infused with European integration initiatives. Due to the ongoing initia-
tives and  discussions, experts and their international organizations work-
ing on internationalization aligned themselves firmly with a European 
unification agenda (sometimes upon invitation and sometimes actively pro-
moted by experts themselves), which resulted in a host of specific European 
organizations, each with its own spatial reach, and each imbued with a 
specific understanding of Europe. The OEEC integration efforts focused on 
Western Europe, while the UNECE sustained their efforts to include Eastern 
European countries. The notions of political spill-over and cultivated spill-
over advanced by Haas seem to capture this process very well, but, as is the 
case with functional spill-over, we need to redefine their content. Political 
spill-over can be adapted to refer to the formation of cross-border networks 
of actors that began to operate outside and beyond the level of interstate 
relations towards forms of European integration. This understanding 
matches very well the emphasis in recent historical integration historiogra-
phy on what is called transnational network formation. These transnational 
networks contributed not only to the integration process (e.g. understood 
as building of the EEC) but also to the formation of specific international 
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societies that used the notion of Europe as a boundary object.60 Cultivated 
spill-over should refer not only to the work of supranational institutions, but 
to all international organizations and networks dedicated towards building 
a particular European society. This work includes the articulation, accumu-
lation, comparison and transformation of local and national experiences 
into European ideologies, practices, standards and regulations, and subse-
quently the promotion and monitoring of its implementation.

Post-war European infrastructural integration happened at the junction 
of two forces: technocratic internationalism on the one side, and political 
initiatives for European integration on the other side. The latter initiatives 
came in various strands: from sectoral integration to economic integration 
and immediate political integration. Technocratic internationalism shared 
nothing with the last strand, except perhaps the belief in the myth of net-
works. With the promoters of sectoral integration it shared the vision that 
the path towards integration should be hidden and engineered by inde-
pendent experts. Finally the adherents of technocratic internationalism 
agreed with the proponents of economic integration that such integration 
was far more fundamental and important than political integration, since 
it would directly help to create economic growth and welfare. The power of 
the network idea also easily gelled with a view that focused on economic 
 integration, but the emphasis on the importance of establishing a free mar-
ket did not match experts’ preference for public planning. While both parties 
believed in the necessity of central planning, each sought a very different 
outcome: a new European federal state versus the creation of well-operating 
networks. Technocratic internationalism is a diffuse set of ideas, elements 
of which were articulated and mobilized by experts in the various interwar 
and post-war discussions on infrastructural integration. It never became the 
explicit focus of a political movement, but this would also not fit its ambi-
tions. It aimed at what might perhaps best be called a hidden integration 
process.61 Europe would become a community of circulating people, goods 
and information using networks imagined and constructed by engineers.

Fragmented European integration

In the course of the 1960s neo-functionalists found out that, despite a 
promising start, prospects for further integration were few and far between. 
Disintegration appeared more likely. Haas tried to adapt his theory by intro-
ducing concepts such as disintegration and integration plateau, but ulti-
mately he himself conceded that neo-functionalist theory was no longer 
adequate.62 In the 1980s a new interpretation of the integration process 
emerged within political science and European integration studies. It was 
labelled as the intergovernmental perspective.63 Their work was reinforced 
by perhaps the most influential historian of European integration his-
tory, Alan Milward. For Milward and the intergovernmentalists in political 
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science, national governments were uniquely powerful actors in the process 
of European integration. They controlled the nature and pace of the inte-
gration, guided by their concern to protect and promote national interests. 
Nation states do contain plural elites, but they never allow these elites to 
enter the space of international relations before having agreed nationally on 
the position to be taken. Accordingly, the activities of men such as Monnet 
and Spaak are nothing but footnotes in history. No transnational elites or 
organizations managed to manipulate the interests of the nation states. 
After the Second World War ended, all the elites of the nation states wanted 
to re-establish their own supremacy and legitimacy. They understood that 
this would be possible only if they brought about affluence and employ-
ment for the entire population. European integration was an important ele-
ment in this national strategy. Consequently, Milward coined the notion 
of European integration as the rescue of the nation state.64 Milward’s view 
prevails among historians, and resulted, ironically, in the burying of the 
subject in diplomatic history.65 According to this view, European integra-
tion had such a troubled history because nation state leaders needed it for 
certain purposes, but never wanted it to flourish. But should this be the 
conclusion?

From the story of infrastructural integration it can be inferred that 
Milward is overstating his argument. Although it is clear that foreign offices 
and nation state policies deeply influenced the pace and direction of the 
sectoral integration process, this should not lead to the conclusion that the 
impact of networks of experts or other societal actors can be neglected.66 
For the case of transport and energy integration, experts were able to divert 
from foreign policies pushed by their own government. They clearly had 
their own views and agenda on integration, which tend to be neglected in 
histories of European integration. Ironically, we might argue that this is 
what the experts wanted themselves: they strove for a hidden integration of 
Europe outside the spotlights of diplomatic and political arenas.

This chapter argues that the hidden integration project was far from 
marginal to integration discussions, and that many different visions and 
projects on why and how to unify proliferated. Sectoral integration, politi-
cal integration and economic integration were inarticulate and imprecise 
visions that needed tailoring to rapidly changing circumstances. This 
is equally true for the hidden integration project fuelled by technocratic 
internationalist thinking. Nobody knew what integration meant. The first 
twelve post-war years of European discussion on infrastructural integration 
can perhaps best be seen as an experimental and learning process in which 
the actors found out what was desirable and possible and what was not. 
They did this in a context heavily overdetermined by the decolonization 
process and the development of the Cold War. The process should there-
fore not be pictured as ‘the road to Rome’, since there were many roads 
and not all of them led to the signing of the Treaty of Rome. This becomes 
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particularly visible when trying to write an integration history from the 
perspective of transnational infrastructures. An exclusive focus on the EU 
and its predecessors is therefore more than problematic. Many different 
organizations were created in this process, with overlapping mandates and 
visions. While the political impact of some of these organizations or com-
mittees is limited to the 1950s, others continued to play important roles 
in the 1960s and beyond. Some of these organizations are included in the 
standard literature about European integration history, but generally on a 
very marginal level (for example the United Nation Economic Commission 
for Europe). Others are completely neglected, particularly those created to 
arrange infrastructural integration (EUROP-Pool (1950), the Union for the 
Coordination and Transport of Electricity (UCPTE), and the European Conference 
of Ministers of Transport (ECMT)). Many of them are discussed in this volume: 
for example, the Technical Committee for Communications and Transport of the 
League of Nations,67 the International Broadcasting Union (IBU), the European 
Broadcasting Union (EBU), the Organisation Internationale de Radiodiffusion et 
Télévision (OIRT)68 and the International Air Traffic Association (IATA).69

As a consequence, the integration process was fragmented, both spatially 
and functionally. It was functionally fragmented since a range of separate 
organizations, set up in the nineteenth century or interwar years as well as 
newly created in the post-Second World War period, dealt with different 
issues, covering the set-up of an entire network or standards for specific 
items such as railway wagons or perishable foods. It was partially fragmented 
by the range of different open-ended spaces each organization covered. 
Each organization had its own signatories, but expansion was anticipated. 
Conventions were often not signed by all, while their impact often radiated 
outside the space covered by the founding organizations, since countries 
that had not (yet) joined implemented the agreed standards. Accordingly, 
multiple European integration processes proliferated, mostly without sharp 
geographic borders. The European impulse often simply ran in certain direc-
tions, depending on the reach of the standards and rules generated by the 
various organizations and the carrying expert communities.

These conclusions lead me to the central issue of this article, which is to 
explain why transport and energy infrastructure policy initiatives of the 
European Economic Community were mostly unsuccessful. It is because 
the work was claimed by experts who created their own organizations and 
were able to implement (partly) their hidden integration project, some-
times helped by nation state foreign policies that wanted to prevent the 
supranational option from gaining strength. The hidden integration project 
embraced a mode of thinking that believed in the unifying power of net-
works, and a technical apolitical road to integration. The project competed 
with other integration projects, but also allowed collaboration with promot-
ers of economic integration in particular.

The story of infrastructural integration suggests that writing European 
integration history should focus less on states and the debate over whether 
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it led to a federal state or supranational institutions. We are better off using 
concepts introduced in political science during the 1980s – in particular the 
governance concept. The governance concept highlights the set of various 
formal and informal rules constituting specific regimes. In addition to pub-
lic actors, private actors are closely involved in drafting and enforcing these 
regulations. They often work together in policy networks, and when they are 
expert-driven we might speak of epistemic communities.70 These have rec-
ognized expertise and competence in a particular domain and subsequently 
hold an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge. Accordingly they 
are put in position to help nation states and other social actors to identify and 
frame their interest and propose and implement specific policies. Regimes 
must be understood as something more than temporary arrangements that 
change easily. Infrastructural regimes are institutions that govern specific 
stakeholders and actors. This does not mean that actors will always comply 
with the terms of the regime. There were deviations, yet the existence of 
infrastructural regimes resulted in the widespread adoption and legitimacy 
of particular European ways of constructing and using infrastructures.71 It 
follows that regimes should not be viewed as external to actors; rather, they 
have constitutive effects since they regulate behaviour and contribute to 
the definition of the identity of actors. Consequently we have found a third 
source of fragmentation: participation in a range of different regimes led 
to a fragmented process of European identity formation for designers and 
users of infrastructures alike. Designing and using various infrastructures 
implied participating in many different Europes simultaneously, which per-
haps is one of the explanations why Europe is so elusive. These considera-
tions suggest a definition of European integration that focuses less on the 
emergence of state-like structures, and more on the emergence of a wide 
range of transnational regimes carried by a range of policy networks and 
guided by a set of different integration ideals. Needless to say, the scope and 
influence of these regimes might differ. This definition implies that in the 
twentieth century the essence of the European integration process has been 
fragmentation.

In 2004, just before his death, Haas himself declared that his earlier dec-
laration, that neo-functionalism was obsolete, had been wrong after all. He 
explained that new directions in the neo-functionalist theory that focus on 
governance and agency did indeed save much of what is valuable in neo-
functionalism.72 The story of infrastructural integration grants him at least 
the benefit of the doubt.
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4
New Connections for an Old 
Continent: Rail, Road and 
Electricity in the League of Nations 
Organisation for Communications 
and Transit
Frank Schipper, Vincent Lagendijk and Irene Anastasiadou

During the Second World War, former League of Nations official John 
E. Wheeler contemplated what international organizations would look like 
after the war’s end. At that time he was authoring a study for the pres-
tigious London-based Royal Institute of International Affairs on pre-First 
World War and interwar organizations with a strong focus on infrastruc-
tures.1 Wheeler argued that ‘there is no official European body whose field 
of activity extends to all branches of transport and communications, but 
the League of Nations Transit Organisation, [ ... ], has concerned itself very 
largely with Europe’.2 The ‘Transit Organisation’ to which Wheeler referred 
was the Organisation for Communications and Transit (OCT), a body not 
originally founded with a European scope, but as part of the universal 
League of Nations (1919).3 Wheeler’s suggestion that the OCT might have 
been an effective body in dealing with European affairs raises two impor-
tant and, as we will argue, closely related issues about the League of Nations: 
its ‘European’ focus and its overall success (or rather failure) as an organiza-
tion. Both these issues are central to the way in which historical scholar-
ship has framed the League up to now. By taking the OCT’s activities in 
the field of infrastructure as central rather than peripheral aspects of the 
League’s method and mission, we look here to revise these narratives. In so 
doing, we point to the ways in which technology, and in particular tech-
nological expertise, formed a central plank in efforts to integrate and unify 
Europe before the Second World War. Furthermore, we will show here how 
the structures and operating procedures of the OCT were carried over into 
post-war institutions that took up the same cause.
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The League was an unprecedented experiment in its time.4 Its creators 
intended to provide new forms of interstate relations for the future while 
breaking the ways of the past. It is hard to underestimate the singular impor-
tance of the American president Woodrow Wilson in shaping the League. 
As Wilson’s brainchild, the organization bubbled with worldwide ambi-
tions. Despite these intentions, the League became a deeply Eurocentric 
body from the start.5 Wheeler acknowledged that the work of the OCT 
mainly concerned European affairs.6 This notion of the League as a mostly 
European body has been widely shared by contemporaries and historians 
alike.

A similar consensus holds that the League was an organization plagued by 
failure, its incapacity to maintain peace often being equated with a dreary 
performance overall. In the face of fascist expansionism it became a mere 
bystander in the maelstrom leading up to the outbreak of war in 1939. For 
Zara Steiner, the League became an adjunct rather than an alternative to the 
great power politics it wanted to break. Its members anxiously clung to their 
sovereignty, making genuine co-operation hard to achieve. She echoes the 
earlier position of E.H. Carr, an influential critic of the League. In 1939 he 
claimed that national interests always lay hidden behind the lofty rhetoric 
so often heard in Geneva.7 A recent book on the peace treaty negotiations 
concisely sums up this stance by claiming:

[o]nly a handful of eccentric historians still bother to study the League of 
Nations. Its archives, with their wealth of materials are largely unvisited. 
Its very name evokes images of earnest bureaucrats, fuzzy liberal support-
ers, futile resolutions, unproductive fact-finding missions and, above all, 
failure.8

We maintain that this narrative of failure should be nuanced. We agree 
that the League’s most visible work with regard to international politics 
did not meet with many successes. The organization did indeed fail in its 
 self-described primary task: to guarantee world peace.9 But its less visible 
‘technical’ work has hardly been scrutinized at all.10 In the course of the 
interwar years the League developed into an unmistakeable focal point for 
international collaboration on a whole range of down-to-earth matters. To 
someone like Wheeler it was evident that the League’s failure in interna-
tional politics contrasted with its relative success as a technical organiza-
tion – to such an extent that he thought any post-war organization in the 
field of transport and communications should build upon its legacy.11 But, 
instead of giving rise to genuine global co-operation in line with its gen-
eral purpose, the League became the de facto central arena for European 
integration in the interwar period. As such it pertained to a set of interna-
tional organizations that we have elsewhere identified as ‘Europe’s system 
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builders’.12 These are a range of organizations made up largely of engineers 
and other technical experts that began to proliferate at the end of the 
 nineteenth century. Often operating outside the sphere of formal politics, 
these bodies were responsible for building – or at least planning – many of 
the cross-border infrastructures in Europe.

Infrastructures provide an appealing subject for investigation in this con-
text for several reasons. First, the operation of infrastructure networks was 
among the first issues the League took on after it had been established. 
Second, infrastructures constitute the material underpinning for flows 
of trade and people across borders. Much international cooperation was 
concerned with how best to enable and stimulate such flows. Indeed, the 
League’s inspiration came from the notion that strong nationalist senti-
ments were reactionary and primitive in the light of scientific and tech-
nological developments that supported all kinds of cross-border flows and 
made the borders themselves seem obsolete. In the conception of the promi-
nent South African politician Jan Smuts, British representative at the Peace 
Conference in Paris, transport and communications were ‘bursting through 
the national bounds and [ ... ] clamouring for international solution’.13 On 
the basis of such convictions the League sought to found a ‘new order of 
things’.14 The League’s technical committees were the main institutions that 
embodied this new order, forming its main ‘instrument of cooperation’.15 
The key player for infrastructures and their cross-border operation was the 
OCT, whose work on railway transport, electrical questions and road traffic 
we highlight in this chapter.

We concur broadly with the historical consensus that the League was 
a Eurocentric organization. This claim is probably illustrated best by the 
League’s absorption of Aristide Briand’s famous project for European uni-
fication in the early 1930s. But ultimately it is not surprising that Briand’s 
project for continental federation was European in character. A more chal-
lenging puzzle is why the European character of the League also permeated 
subjects for which it was not obvious that the geographic range of its activi-
ties should be restricted. We intend to demonstrate how European countries 
and their interests often dominated the OCT’s agenda, and specify the cir-
cumstances under which this happened. In doing so, this chapter explores 
the extent to which the OCT should be viewed as a key institutional media-
tor for shaping specific European types of transnational interaction. This 
undertaking serves the subsidiary purpose of putting the work of one of 
the main technical committees of the League on display and examining it 
critically against the dominant view of the League’s failure. We will suggest 
that, at least with regard to the OCT, the question of the League’s ‘success’ 
or ‘ failure’ is one of scale: the OCT’s limited spatial scope in fact helped 
to cement a lasting institutional infrastructure on a transnational scale 
in Europe, which in turn shaped the building and governance of material 
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infrastructures for many decades to come. In what follows we examine 
the outcome for the League’s work on infrastructure networks and their 
operation across borders. After a concise elaboration on the Eurocentrism 
 embedded in the League machinery, there follows a general introduction 
to the OCT. The chapter subsequently zooms in on railway, electricity and 
road networks to reveal in each case how the League became a focal point 
for European network-building in the interwar period.

The league, Europe and the organisation for 
communications and transit

The League’s – and the OCT’s – Eurocentrism can be attributed to a com-
bination of political, procedural and technical factors. Wilson’s aspiration 
to establish a global organization suffered a major blow when the United 
States Senate voted down American membership of the League of Nations.16 
Combined with the Soviet Union’s non-membership, this implied that the 
largest upcoming political powers remained outside the institution that 
was supposed to provide the ultimate forum for global understanding. As 
a result, European countries dominated the Council, the highest decision-
making body in the League.17 Substantial rapprochement between European 
victors and former aggressors in the course of the 1920s further reinforced 
the European character of the League. The restructuring of German repara-
tions in the 1924 Dawes Plan and the fixation of the Franco-German border 
in the 1925 Pact of Locarno settled two major issues. This allowed détente 
to set in and a kind of regional European policy to emerge.18 The renewed 
optimism specifically stimulated collaboration among Western European 
powers, who now settled matters behind closed doors in what Sally Marks 
has labelled the ‘Locarno tea parties’.19 ‘Locarno’ paved the way for German 
admission to the League in 1926, and it immediately became a permanent 
member of the Council.20

Yet membership can only partly explain why Eurocentrism became so 
prominent in the League. Over half of the original thirty-two members were 
non-European. Although European members certainly formed a plurality 
and grew in relative weight in the course of the interwar years (Figure 4.1),21 
the organization remained more inclusive than anything that had existed 
prior to it.22 One factor that clearly mattered was the League’s seat in Geneva. 
The Swiss city was within easy reach for European representatives at a time 
when intercontinental travel was difficult and expensive.23 Permanent rep-
resentatives could partly solve this problem, but Guatemala or Siam could 
hardly hire a team the size of France’s or Italy’s. Non-European governments 
often refrained from assigning experts and nominated plenipotentiaries 
from countries around Geneva as representatives. These were often regular 
diplomats who lacked the in-depth knowledge of the technical issues the 
League’s technical organizations dealt with.
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Geneva also became a centre stage for several ‘projects for Europe’, 
which sometimes clashed with the universal principles on which the 
League was built.24 In 1927 the League organized the World Economic 
Conference (WEC). Despite the ‘world’ in its name, the Conference was 
in fact inspired by the ideas of Louis Loucheur, who promoted an eco-
nomically united Europe based on industrial co-operation.25 Building effi-
ciency and  co-operation at the scale of Europe appeared key to helping 
the rest of the global economy.26 The better-known initiative of French 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Aristide Briand for a full-fledged European fed-
eration invoked Article 21 of the Covenant, which had left a door open 
for initiatives on the regional plane within the League.27 Some feared 
that a European subsystem within the League would absorb the best peo-
ple available at the Secretariat and thus hollow out its universal tasks.28 
Nevertheless, no European state wanted to be left out, and all supported 
the creation of the Commission for Enquiry on European Unity (CEEU), 
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although it made little headway.29 According to Antoine Fleury, this was 
mainly due to the ailing political activities of the League, aggravated by 
political and economic crises, and not so much due to the underlying idea 
of European cooperation as such.30

The prominence of European issues in the general work of the League also 
permeated the OCT’s activities. The general opinion was that international 
co-ordination of maritime, rail and river transport required immediate 
attention for two reasons. First, the Paris Peace Treaties of 1919 had substan-
tially shifted the borders of existing states and created new ones – especially 
in Europe. The multiplication of borders threatened to disrupt prior trade 
patterns, for example in the territories that had formerly belonged to the 
now defunct Austro-Hungarian Empire. Second, building on the conviction 
that the scale of these forms of transport and communication transcended 
national boundaries, was the idea that such systems could bring greater 
economic prosperity through more efficient organization.31 Institutionally, 
the OCT also built upon forms of co-operation remaining from the First 
World War, when Inter-Allied Councils (1918) had rationed and controlled 
food, shipping, coal and munitions.32 Good experience with this machin-
ery gave rise to the idea that the League could similarly foster economic co-
operation.33 At the Paris Peace Conference this resulted in the creation of a 
Commission of the International Regime of Ports, Waterways and Railways. 
The first Secretary-General of the League, Sir Eric Drummond, envisioned 
this body as an advisor to the League and an example of how to establish 
a permanent organization within the League machinery.34 A section on 
communications and transit was therefore formed within the Secretariat, 
headed by the Italian Bernardo Attolico.35 Simultaneously the French gov-
ernment joined representatives from the Allies, their associates and neutral 
states in an ad hoc Commission of Enquiry on Freedom of Communications 
and Transit in September 1919.

These two initiatives merged in December 1919, when the  secretary-general 
of the French ad hoc Commission, Robert Haas, joined the Secretariat.36 His 
main task was to establish a permanent communications and transit organi-
zation. On 13 February 1920 the Council of the League of Nations invited 
the French commission to submit proposals for the formation of a perma-
nent organization under the aegis of the League.37 It was decided to organ-
ize a general conference to discuss, inter alia, how the clauses from the Peace 
Treaties should be enshrined in general international conventions.38 Most 
importantly the conference should provide a guarantee for the freedom 
of communications and transit. According to Haas, the OCT presented an 
alternative to diplomatic negotiations, which had until recently presented 
the ‘only method available [ ... ] to obtain freedom of communications by 
peaceful arrangements and by international co-operation’.39 That freedom 
was necessary as ‘most of the European countries depend on imports and 
exports for their existence’. Instead, he argued, the OCT created direct 
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contact between people of various countries who were handling these issues, 
and thus relied upon technical experts.40 The OCT’s overtly technocratic 
focus was thus directly related to the European scale of its operations.

A Council Resolution of 19 May 1920 invited member states to send rep-
resentatives to the General Conference on the Freedom of Communications 
and Transit in Barcelona.41 The Barcelona Conference established the rules 
of procedure for subsequent general conferences and created a permanent 
committee that would act as a consultative and technical body to propose 
and consider all measures that could help ensure the freedom of commu-
nications and transit.42 The OCT had four main elements: a permanent 
Committee for Communications and Transit, a number of temporary and 
permanent committees addressing more specific matters, a permanent 
secretariat provided by the League’s Secretary-General, and periodic con-
ferences that were convened to conclude and revise international conven-
tions.43 Just as with the other technical organizations, the OCT’s agendas, 
jurisdictions, recommendations, and correspondence with national govern-
ments required Council approval, while the Assembly approved its budget. 
In most cases, however, the Council merely rubber-stamped OCT proposals, 
as ‘foreign ministers and diplomats on the Council had limited knowledge, 
interest, and time’ to study the proposals properly.44

In its three general conferences after Barcelona (see Table 4.1)45 as well 
as in the work of its subcommittees, the OCT gave rise to thinking about 
international regimes specifying the rules for international operation of dif-
ferent infrastructures. It reflected the awareness of the important role of 
relatively new means of communication and transport on the international 
economy.46 On the whole, the OCT started out as a body with a univer-
sal approach, though with a European bias. Towards the end of the 1920s, 
however, the European element had become more firmly entrenched in 
the OCT’s work. This becomes particularly apparent when looking at the 
actions at the subcommittee level on railway transport, electricity and road 
traffic (Figure 4.2), to which we now turn.

Table 4.1 General conferences of communications and transit (1921–31)

Dates States Main issue

1921 (10 March – 20 April) 44 Freedom of Transit
1923 (15 November – 9 December) 42 Conventions for Railways, Maritime 

Ports and Electricity
1927 (23 August – 2 September) 41 Revision Statutes OCT

1931 (12–24 October) 39 Various issues

Source: Pierre le Marec (1938), L’Organisation des Communications et du Transit, Rennes: PhD 
Thesis, pp. 128–30.
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Transport by rail47

The OCT engaged with railway issues from the start. Railways were a 
‘mature’ infrastructure in Western and Central Europe, and European pow-
ers had built railway networks to their colonies to strengthen their rule.48 
Eastern and Southern European railways had expanded before the war, but 
at a slower pace. International railway co-operation between governments 
and railway administrations was well developed across Europe.49 In a League 
study on the general transport situation (1921), Professor Filippo Tajani of 
the Royal Polytechnic College in Milan wrote:

the railways of continental Europe, and, more especially those of central 
and western States, had arrived at an almost perfect system of interna-
tionalism, thanks to certain agreements concluded between the parties 
concerned, either on technical questions, or on the commercial relations 
established by the development of the railways.50

The issues facing the committee were thus not about creating inter-
national co-operation, but rather re-establishing and co-ordinating it to 
address a new series of problems. European railway networks had been 
heavily damaged during the First World War. The greatest challenge was to 
re-establish international railway traffic in Central and Eastern Europe. The 
redrawn borders of the new states created ownership problems for certain 
lines and abruptly disrupted existing cross-border flows. Borders became 
obstacles to international traffic, a situation that remained unchanged 
throughout the interwar period.51 The circulation of rolling stock in new 
states was a particularly thorny problem. Here, too, disagreement over 
ownership delayed necessary repairs, since states refused to repair wagons 
they might not own. Wagon exchange at borders took place on a wagon-
by-wagon basis.52 A series of conferences slowly re-established European 
transport to pre-war levels and the numerous international organizations 
concerned with international railway traffic, mainly in Europe, gradually 
resumed their activities.53

The OCT took over some activities of the Communications Section of 
the Supreme Economic Council established at the Paris peace conference. 
During its first years the OCT devoted most of its attention to placing rail-
ways in the service of creating the new international community the authors 
of the Peace Treaties envisioned. The Commission of Enquiry for Freedom of 
Communications and Transit (1919) was the first body to prepare a General 
Convention on Railways.54 The draft worked on the principle that, to ensure 
freedom of communications and transit, the convention should specify 
general technical conditions for use on all railway lines.55 The Barcelona 
Conference, however, rejected the draft convention. Discussions under-
lined the regional character of railway technology, which had developed 



122 Frank Schipper, Vincent Lagendijk and Irene Anastasiadou

in close relation to geographical features and socio-political conditions and 
formed an obstacle to a worldwide convention. States were also unwilling to 
subordinate national interests to international ideals. A Brazilian delegate 
observed:

The situation of the countries of South America as regards railways, and 
particularly that of Brazil, is very different from the European situation 
or from that of North America. [ ... ] Brazil is still passing through a period 
of construction – a difficult period for us. [ ... ] You will understand then 
how difficult it would have been for us to agree to any Convention which 
is not restricted to generalities.56

Even European delegates found it hard enough to agree among them-
selves. Article 3 of the draft stipulated reciprocal use and exchange of roll-
ing stock. The Spanish, Finnish and Portuguese delegations objected to 
the article because their railway gauge differed and its modification would 
entail high costs.57 A British representative argued against loading-gauges 
diverging from the British one, while other delegations argued about 
other technical characteristics in which national railway networks could 
differ.58 Consequently, a convention harmonizing technical and adminis-
trative conditions, establishing a certain homogeneity and ensuring free-
dom of transit and equitable treatment of commerce, proved impossible 
to achieve.

Undeterred by the difficulties in Barcelona, the OCT’s rail sub-committee 
started drafting a new convention, compiling a questionnaire for League 
members and non-members alike on their adherence to existing railway 
agreements, their opinion on the gaps therein, and whether they regarded 
a worldwide railway convention as useful. Many governments contested the 
value and feasibility of the sub-committee’s venture to draw up a global 
convention, but welcomed a European one.

Nevertheless, the sub-committee did not abandon its initial global pre-
tensions.59 It modified the character of the convention into a code of 
international rail traffic obligations, which the committee mainly based 
on European experience.60 In addition, the convention specified basic 
principles for future agreements of a regional scope.61 The Second General 
Conference on Communications and Transit (1923) approved the draft, a 
move hailed as the League’s most important railway achievement.62 Most 
European countries ratified it, while no non-European state with a large 
railway network did, apart from India and Japan.63 The 1923 convention 
illustrates the difficulties that co-operation in railway traffic posed to the 
League’s ideal of universality and the way it contributed to the ‘regional-
ization’ of the organization. In contrast to aviation or shipping, railways 
developed as a regional means of transportation influenced by geographical 
conditions and socio-political circumstances.
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The rail committee continued to work on facilitating the operation of 
railways throughout the remainder of the interwar period. It worked hard 
to introduce a system of uniform time for rail transport, improve the nego-
tiability of railway transport documents, unify transport statistics, and 
compile a uniform nomenclature of goods for establishing international 
railway tariffs. In these endeavours it worked closely with the International 
Chamber of Commerce (ICC, founded 1919) and the International Union of 
Railways (UIC, founded 1922). Its preferred method of work was to under-
take studies among governments and then try to co-ordinate their actions 
on specific topics. Furthermore, throughout the interwar years, the OCT 
acted as an arbitrator in disputes concerning international railway traf-
fic, as an alternative to the judicial procedures of the Permanent Court of 
International Justice.64 Simplifying frontier formalities presented an obvi-
ous way to improve the efficiency of railway operation across borders. The 
war had greatly complicated border crossings. In collaboration with the 
ICC, it distributed a questionnaire to governments in 1927, inquiring about 
the conditions of crossing borders. These debates partly concerned so-called 
‘mixed issues’ important not only for railways, but also for other transport 
modes. Passports are a prime example. Many saw the period before the war 
as the ideal situation, when one could travel without a passport in most 
cases. Although abolishing passports altogether was no longer possible, 
reducing time loss due to border controls was. Thus the second passport 
conference in Geneva (May 1926) stipulated that issuing of entry or tran-
sit visas and passports control should in general be handled on board the 
train. Where this was impossible, trains were to stop in only one of the two 
frontier stations, where controls would take place on behalf of both states 
simultaneously.65

Following the difficulties of the 1923 convention, whenever issues of a 
technical nature arose, the League addressed them to the UIC, with mixed 
results. One such case was the question of establishing a standard automatic 
coupling on European railways, an issue that was brought forward by the 
International Labour Office (ILO). Coupling wagons manually was danger-
ous work, involving people between heavy moving railway wagons, and 
railway workers were regularly killed in the process. After the First World 
War, workers’ organizations called increasingly for the use of safe automatic 
couplers on all European railways. While the ILO and the OCT pressed the 
UIC towards achieving an international agreement, the UIC was unable to 
find a technical standard it deemed worthy of implementation on all rail-
ways, and thus it delayed taking action. No international agreement was 
reached before the Second World War.66

On balance, it is clear that the League dealt with a wide range of issues 
in relation to rail transport, with the 1923 Convention as its main result. 
Notably, throughout OCT attempts to draft a worldwide railway conven-
tion, the negotiations underlined the importance of supplementary regional 
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conventions. Technological limitations, and especially many differing but 
well-established standards, prohibited any sudden leap towards universality 
for railways. Continental or subcontinental solutions seemed more feasible 
as an intermediary step. Through this venture the OCT clearly articulated 
the importance of concentrating the efforts towards regional, European col-
laboration in the field of railways.

Electric questions67

The transmission of electric power was a newcomer vis-à-vis rail and road 
transport. Unlike railways, electricity networks certainly did not cover 
large parts of Europe. The technology for long-distance transmission had 
only been developed relatively recently. Nevertheless, the OCT concluded 
that the ‘growing international aspect of the transmission of electric 
power necessitated the intervention of the League’, since ‘[e]lectric power 
nowadays was transported just as persons and goods’.68 But, although the 
OCT recognized electricity networks as an important topic, it did not give 
them the same attention it paid to railways. First, electricity transmis-
sion was not part of its anticipated activities, and second, the eventual 
OCT committee working on electricity transmission met infrequently. 
However, the nature of its activities substantially changed over time, 
from a universalistic yet European-inspired to an explicitly European 
approach.

The first discussions on the international transmission of electric power 
arose during the 1921 Barcelona Conference in discussions concern-
ing the international railway regime. Several members of the Barcelona 
Conference envisioned the electrification of international railway lines. 
In that case overhead lines would follow rails across borders. This led to 
a discussion on which country was responsible for the electricity on the 
overhead rail lines. According to the Italian delegation – which brought 
forward the issue – it was ‘obvious’ for the country with the largest supply 
of hydroelectricity to be responsible for the traction. Although the Italian 
suggestion did not prevail, several delegates nevertheless thought the 
issue interesting enough for further study and established a special sub-
 committee.69 They focused on drafting conventions for two issues emerg-
ing from the Barcelona Conference. The first concerned the Convention 
on the Transmission in Transit of Electric Power, an attempt to settle ‘all mat-
ters connected with’ the transmission of electricity from one country to 
another, over the territory of a third country. The second, the Convention 
relating to the Development of Hydraulic Power on Watercourses forming Part of 
a Basin Situated in the Territory of Several States, sought to arrange possible 
difficulties arising from the utilization of hydro-power in international 
waterways.70
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Although both conventions were intended to have universal impact, they 
also responded to concrete problems in the European realm. The Convention 
on Transmission in Transit of Electricity related to two interrelated develop-
ments. One was the introduction of higher voltages in the first two decades 
of the twentieth century. This enabled long-distance transmission of elec-
tricity, also across borders. In the 1920s, such transmission lines existed in 
the border regions between Germany, France and Switzerland (around the 
Rhine), and Italy, as well as between Denmark and Sweden. At the same 
time, however, national authorities increasingly intervened in the electric-
ity sector, and often hampered the international exchange of electricity. 
On the one hand, authorities stimulated national network expansion in 
order to make electricity available to as many citizens as possible. On the 
other hand, this related to the general climate in which European nation 
states sought to protect domestic economic interests.71 Therefore, accord-
ing to many electrical engineers at the time, cross-border transmission was 
restricted for political and economic reasons, despite being technologically 
feasible.72

Practical issues also inspired the second convention. A prominent 
example originated from the Franco-German border region.73 While the 
Versailles Treaty returned Alsace-Lorraine to France, it also gave the French 
exclusive rights to exploit the Rhine – now the border with Germany – for 
irrigation and electricity generation. While Germany had to contribute 
to the necessary costs, France needed to repay half of the value actually 
produced, and needed approval of the Rhine Commission for its plans.74 
France immediately pursued the construction of a parallel canal between 
Strasbourg and Basel, which aroused strong criticism from Germany, but 
also from Switzerland. They feared French competition in electricity as 
well as for the navigability of the Rhine.75 An agreement was eventually 
reached in 1922. The Convention relating to the Development of Hydraulic 
Power on Watercourses should lay down the basic stipulations on how to 
deal with such cases.

Both draft conventions were accepted in 1923, but few nations ratified 
them: only four in the case of the Convention on the Transmission in Transit of 
Electric Power, and five in the case of the exploitation of hydraulic power.76 
This did not come as a surprise. Already when presenting the conventions, 
the chair confessed to having had difficulty drafting them and excused 
himself to the OCT for providing rather ‘general and very elastic terms’.77  

They were intended as general governing principles, and the sub-committee 
expected that in practice more detailed arrangements between states would 
be needed.78 According to an observing Belgian official, many countries 
simply did not feel a need for such conventions, and in particular not such 
crude ones.79 In addition, the texts contained political pitfalls, even though 
both conventions stressed that ‘technical considerations’ should prevail 
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over political interests and national frontiers. Yet all solutions should fit 
within the ‘limits of national laws’.80 Germany, for example, opposed the 
reference made to the Versailles Treaty in the conventions, but was thwarted 
by France.81

Despite the general character of the conventions and the absence of elec-
trical engineers in drafting the conventions, the work of the OCT attracted 
the interest of the emerging international electrotechnical community.82 
The International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC, 1906) already existed, 
but the Conférence Internationale des Grands Réseaux de Transport d’Énergie 
Électriques à Tres Haute Tension (CIGRE, 1921), the World Power Conference 
(WPC, 1924) and the Union Internationale des Producteurs et Distributeurs 
d’Énergie Électriques (UNIPEDE, 1925) were all founded within a decade of 
the OCT. These organizations brought together engineers and electricity 
entrepreneurs, primarily from European countries.83 The OCT, on the other 
hand, decided in 1924 that the sub-committee would be continued on a 
permanent basis, renamed as Committee on Electric Questions. Electrical 
engineers and other specialists increasingly staffed the committee.84 To 
strengthen ties with the international community, the Secretariat estab-
lished liaisons with WPC, CIGRE, UNIPEDE and IEC, in the form of rep-
resentation on the committee. But these developments did not imply that 
the committee’s impact increased. For one thing, the committee barely 
met after 1924. For another, no new conventions or regulations came 
under discussion. One other aspect was membership: whereas the special 
 sub-committee had always had either a Brazilian or a Venezuelan member 
in its midst, after 1924 the permanent committee had European members 
only (Figure 4.3).85

In December 1930 a new initiative reactivated the committee’s work. 
In the light of the work done by CEEU, the Belgian government proposed 
to study the organization of the electricity supply on the European level. 
Regretting the disappointing result of the first attempt to come to a general 
convention, it suspected that a European approach would have immediate 
effects and thereby continue the work started by the League in this area.86 
The proposal contained two specific topics to study: the creation of a more 
liberal regime of international electricity exchanges and a European high-
voltage electricity network. These proposals also reflected a tendency within 
the international electrotechnical community, where, since 1929, a number 
of engineers had presented schemes envisioning an electricity system on a 
European scale.87 As the OCT took the Belgian proposal under considera-
tion, relevant international organizations again showed their interest in the 
League’s work. UNIPEDE expressed its interest in both plans, and offered 
its services where needed, as did the WPC, which supplied the OCT with 
documentation on legislation across Europe.88

Yet the initiative was short-lived. After almost three years of collecting 
information on the electricity structure of European countries, the OCT 
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concluded in 1933 that the Belgian proposals could not be brought into 
practice due to the depression and heightened international tensions. At the 
same time, the OCT pointed out that the development of electricity systems 
was limited to national frameworks.89 Two years later, the OCT added that 
the growing international political tensions had ‘entirely transformed the 
regime of the international exchange of electric power’.90

Within a decade after its foundation, the Committee on Electric Questions 
had shifted its attention from drafting universal conventions aiming to 
regulate electricity transmission and production in international waters to 
studying a single European grid and a European electricity exchange regime. 
Nevertheless, the conventions saw few ratifications, and the European stud-
ies never went beyond collecting data. As one engineer put it, ‘European 
countries today are not yet mentally and economically mature enough for 
the mutual exchange of electricity.’91

In the short run, the OCT’s activities had failed to achieve immediate 
results. In the long run, however, its work helped to fix engineers on Europe 
as a unit for organizing electricity exchanges. This line of thought would 
be taken over after the Second World War. Eventually, in the 1950s and 
1960s, Western European countries loosened their restrictions on electricity 
exchange.

Road traffic92

Like electricity, road traffic was absent from the initial workload of the 
League. This is unsurprising, as automobiles in Europe were still uncom-
mon. The subject reached OCT’s agenda at its second session in March 
1922 through a letter from Harold Butler, deputy director of the ILO, who 
requested the OCT to discuss the introduction of an international driving 
licence on behalf of the International Federation of Transport Workers.93 
The OCT decided to broaden the Federation’s concern to a wholesale debate 
on the desirability of a revision of the existing Convention on Motor Traffic 
(1909). It was the first international convention on road traffic and had 
introduced a predecessor to the international driving licence.94

To investigate the issue, the OCT instituted a Committee of Enquiry for 
Road Traffic and appointed Belgian railway inspector Dr A. Stiévenard as 
its chair. The Chilean legal expert F. Amunátegui and the French Edmond 
Chaix, spokesperson for the Association Internationale des Automobile-
Clubs Reconnus (AIACR), joined him as members. As vice-president of the 
influential Automobile-Club de France and a prominent administrator of 
the Touring Club de France, Chaix was a key figure in the international 
road lobby and one of the first whom the Secretariat contacted to hear 
the views from the field on the issue.95 Further positions in the com-
mittee were reserved for representatives from Denmark, Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. The Dutch civil 
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1924 1925 1926 1927(1) 1927(2) 1928 1930 1933 1935 (1) 1935 (2) 1937 1938 after 1938

Chair Ruelle (Belgium)

Secretary

Argentina
Chile

Austria Grünebaum
Czechoslovakia
Denmark
France Bouloche

Germany
Italy
Netherlands Wentholt

Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom Birtchnell

AIACR
IFAC

Stiévenard (Belgium)
Romein (Netherlands)

Nordberg (Finland)

Mellini

Lehmann (Sweden)

Bilfeldt

Reinhardt

Amunátegui

Ghika (Romania)

Enciso

Roubik

Urgoiti

Franklin

Walckenaer

Valsinger

Schönfeld

RothmundDelaquis

Pflug

Crespi (Italy)

Chaix (France)

Figure 4.4 Membership of the Committee on Road Traffic

Source: CCT, minutes of sessions. The Road Committee did not meet after April 1938, but never-
theless the OCT appointed several new members at its twenty-first and twenty-second meetings 
(column ‘after 1938’). IFAC = International Federation of Automobile Clubs.

 engineer and Secretariat official Romein served as the committee’s secre-
tary (Figure 4.4).96

The committee devoted itself to drafting a revised convention to replace 
that from 1909. The latter had instituted an international road certificate 
that could only be used for a single journey and applied simultaneously to 
an automobile, its owner, and his mechanic (if any). At an earlier OCT ses-
sion Chaix had already made a vigorous plea on behalf of the automobilized 
elite to split up the single document into a separate certificate for the vehicle 
and a licence for the driver, and to extend the validity of these documents 
beyond just a single journey. Several governments declared themselves in 
favour of the proposal.97

The 1909 Convention had been concluded at a conference in Paris under 
the auspices and on invitation of the French government. The follow-up 
revision conference therefore also took place in the French capital.98 The 
resulting 1926 conference led to bitter competition and resentment between 
the French government and the OCT. The committee had invested much 
time and energy in preparing a draft convention. The French government 
had promised to distribute it, but instead unexpectedly presented a draft 
of its own, which included a section on the rules of the road as desired by 
Chaix and the AIACR, without circulating the committee’s draft to all par-
ticipants. The rules of the road, in particular, contained stipulations (such 
as driving on the right) that not all nations felt compelled to adopt. The 
issue was resolved by splitting the rules of the road from the draft conven-
tion, creating two legal instruments signed on 24 April 1926 that could be 
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ratified (or not) separately: an International Convention relating to Road Traffic 
codifying the rules of the road, and an International Convention relative to 
Motor Traffic containing all administrative, customs and fiscal regulations 
for motorized non-commercial traffic.99

Their lone Chilean member notwithstanding, the goal of the committee 
never was to come up with universal arrangements. As the preparations 
for Paris were drawing to a close, Delaquis and Mellini testified they were 
convinced of the need for a central body that would collect documenta-
tion and co-ordinate the work of other organizations dealing with road 
traffic in specifically European ways. They recommended that after the 
conference ‘the Special Committee should be instructed to continue [ ... ] 
its investigations into the unification of all regulations concerning road 
traffic [ ... ] in view of the unification of the system of traffic in all countries 
in Europe’.100

Soon thereafter the committee became a permanent OCT committee. 
In total it held twelve meetings between October 1924 and April 1938, 
each lasting for several days. Meetings in the 1920s took place at differ-
ent locations, while in the 1930s they were typically organized in Geneva. 
Committee membership was overwhelmingly European (Figure 4.4). This 
explains in part why the call by Delaquis and Mellini eventually came to 
reflect actual practice in the committee.

The committee convened a European Conference on Motor Traffic in 
Geneva in March 1931, which formed the apex of the League’s interwar 
work in this respect. The most notable characteristic of the event was that 
participation was restricted to Europe. The conference discussed four instru-
ments, namely an agreement concerning lost or undischarged triptyques 
(see below) and three draft conventions on taxation of foreign motor vehi-
cles, signs and signals for road traffic and international commercial road 
traffic.101 The subjects reflected the work of the committee between 1926 
and 1931 and also the preoccupations of international non-governmental 
organizations, which now co-operated much more closely with the commit-
tee than had hitherto been the case. The Alliance International de Tourisme 
and particularly the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) joined 
the automobile clubs and transport workers that were already more deeply 
involved in the committee’s deliberations.

Without doubt the economic aspects of road traffic formed the most 
important subject of the conference. The aim was to put international road 
traffic on an equal footing with other transport modes. So far the principle 
of freedom of transit had not applied to road traffic.102 At the ICC confer-
ence in Amsterdam two years earlier, Romein had ascribed road traffic’s 
exclusion in this respect to the fact that the tremendous development of 
road traffic had not been foreseen when the Statute on Freedom of Transit 
was drafted. By 1929, he claimed, it was clear that the freedom of transit 
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should also cover road traffic.103 Yet divergent opinions on the position of 
commercial road traffic in the overall transport system impeded agreement. 
The assembled delegates suspended the work on commercial motor trans-
port and called for further investigation, advising dissatisfied states to resort 
to bilateral agreements.104

In contrast, tourists travelling across European borders benefited 
more from the results of the conference. The Agreement between Customs 
Authorities in order to facilitate the Procedure in the Case of Undischarged or Lost 
Triptyques complemented the existing triptyque system. A triptyque was 
a customs document for tourists by which an automobile or touring club 
guaranteed that the vehicle for which it was issued would not be imported 
permanently into the country visited, but would be re-exported within a 
certain lapse of time. The Convention on the Taxation of Foreign Motor Vehicles 
exempted tourist vehicles from taxes for ninety days. But perhaps the most 
tangible outcome of the conference was the Convention on the Unification of 
Road Signals. Stiévenard considered any contribution of the committee to 
the harmonization of the rules of the road in continental Europe as an OCT 
contribution to European unification.105 Neighbouring states that had not 
signed the convention nevertheless started to employ its signs (Figure 4.5). 
Signs were divided into three categories, each with an exclusive shape. 
Triangular signs warned of danger, circular signs entailed an obligation 
for road users, while rectangular signs gave indications. In terms of colour 
use, red should predominate in prohibition signs. Though signs certainly 
did not become uniform all across Europe, a short glance at the existing 
variety of signs gives a hint of the tremendous reduction of international 
divergence.106

In the remainder of the 1930s the committee remained more active than 
its counterparts and continued to work on a broad array of topics.107 Apart 
from the attempt to secure the legacy of the 1931 conference, the facilitation 
of motorized tourist traffic across borders and road safety issues remained 
important topics. Yet many of these had to wait until after the Second World 
War before they could be brought to a definite conclusion. More impor-
tantly, the non-European world continued to play a marginal role in the 
discussions. It was only after Uruguayan representative De Castro remarked 
in 1938 that unifying the direction of traffic on the right or the left was a 
universal problem that the committee received instructions from OCT at its 
twelfth session to broaden its discussion beyond Europe.108 By then it was 
too late; the committee would not convene again.

Conclusion

When the League of Nations emerged from the ruins of the First World 
War with clear universal ambitions, its work on infrastructures with their 
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Figure 4.5 Convention on the Unification of Road Signals (1931)

Source: LoN, Essential Facts about the League of Nations (Geneva: Information Section, Secretariat 
of the League of Nations 1938), p. 240.
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supposedly universal technical principles appeared to be an ideal way to 
meet those ambitions. The accounts of the work on railways, electricity 
and road traffic presented in this chapter suggest otherwise. Rather than 
fortifying the League’s global outlook, the results the League harvested for 
these three infrastructures hint at its character as a central locus for the 
construction of Europe prior to the Second World War rather than a glo-
bal agent. In fact, the League’s universalist technical operating principles 
turned out to be tools that operated most effectively as an institutional 
mediator on a European scale.

Within the specialized machinery of the League, the OCT provided the 
key platform for shaping the regulatory regimes for making infrastruc-
tures work across national borders. In focusing on the OCT, this chapter 
has sought to rectify the academic neglect of the League’s technical com-
mittees. Arguably, infrastructures were among the key themes taken up in 
the international scene even before the end of the First World War. The 
OCT displayed its First World War roots by continuing forms of wartime 
 co-operation, while at the same time rejuvenating the regulatory regimes 
governing pre-war communications and transport routes. In doing so, 
the OCT gradually transformed itself into the institutional core steering 
the League’s mediations with regard to mitigating the Europe/technology 
uncertainty principle alluded to in the introduction of this book.

The OCT established separate committees for each infrastructural realm, 
providing specialized settings to discuss infrastructure-specific issues relat-
ing to their transnational character. Each committee had its own track 
record. In the 1930s, the debate on the material networks themselves 
entered the Committee on Electric Questions, while its rail and road equiva-
lents solely discussed rules and regulations governing trans-border traffic. 
The European focus also varied per committee and over time, but it was 
strongly present in each of them throughout. Europe became embodied in 
the League’s infrastructure work in different ways.

First, experiences from Europe and finding solutions to specifically 
European problems often informed the work of the committees. These were 
dictated in part by material structures and conditions. For one, devastation 
after the First World War, which was the immediate concern of the com-
mittees, was mostly restricted to the European ‘peninsula’. Furthermore, 
the OCT’s implicit European focus stemmed in part from the fact that 
Europe was a continent dense in both infrastructures and national borders 
that potentially hindered their use. Simply put, Europe was a place where 
problems relating to the transnational use of infrastructures came most 
obviously and often to the fore. While the technical issues they addressed 
were abstractly universal, they were practically European. Second, in addi-
tion to the endemic clashes between the existing and emerging material 
structures and shifting national institutions on the European penin-
sula, there was also an emerging institutional infrastructure on mostly 
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European scale. European states had a century-long history of mitigating 
problems resulting from cross-border infrastructure use in such settings 
as, for example, the Central Commission for Navigation on the Rhine and 
various railway bodies. In the era of the League, this international com-
munity expanded. The OCT proved most effective when they were able to 
co-ordinate and/or lead the efforts of existing communities of bodies of 
experts, many of which shared a similarly implicit or explicit European 
focus. In other cases, such as the UIC’s stalling on automatic coupling, 
or the AIACR’s insistence on competence over rules of the road, the OCT 
was not able to assert its influence over an existing set of international 
protocols. One way or another, Europe was the space in which the OCT 
needed to focus in order to be effective at all. While committee member-
ship and the effective sphere of influence were overwhelmingly European, 
we would suggest that the resulting Eurocentrism was of a different type 
than often suggested in the available literature. Most accounts focus on 
the political and maintain that the League was somehow a continuation 
of the Concert of Europe dominated by large states like Germany, France 
and the United Kingdom. Yet, where the non-European world remained 
largely excluded from the League’s work on electricity, roads and, some-
what less, rails, Europe’s smaller states had an influential role in all. 
Denmark, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland were strongly represented 
on the Electricity Committee. Transit countries from the Benelux or the 
Alps as well as Scandinavian representatives played their part alongside 
larger states in the Rail and Road Committees. Nations in Eastern Europe 
remained more aloof, but it is clear that ‘Europe’ cannot simply be equated 
with the small number of powerful European states.

The existing institutional frameworks were not the only limitation to 
the OCT’s efficacy outside European contexts. The legal instruments that 
should be considered a main outcome of the work of the League obtained a 
European outlook in the course of their ratification process. Agreeing on a 
convention is far cry from seeing the effects on the ground. Implementation 
did not always happen smoothly, to put it mildly, and their content often 
fell short of expectations. Nevertheless, the available evidence suggests that 
they cannot be considered as completely inconsequential either. The impact 
of these measures was usually restricted to the League’s European members. 
European states dominated the ratification of the 1923 Convention, the 
most important fruit of the Rail Committee’s work. Countries such as Brazil 
preferred not to be bound by a convention that was clearly inspired by the 
presence of a well-developed railway network with ample interaction across 
borders. Similar considerations can be seen at work in the electricity and 
road cases.109 The lasting impact of the OCT reached beyond the Interbellum. 
During the Second World War, allied organizations were established once 
again to steer war logistics among the allies and prepare for the post-war 
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situation. The European Central Inland Transport Organization considered 
rail and road issues, while the Emergency Economic Committee for Europe 
had a Public Utilities Panel dealing with electricity. Both thus tied Europe 
and infrastructures together. The League’s successor, the United Nations, 
reserved a prominent place for technical work. In contrast to the League, the 
UN did become a truly global endeavour, but the League’s de facto European 
character lingered on in the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE), one 
of the UN regional commissions resorting under the Economic and Social 
Council.110 In the same Palais des Nations where the League had taken up its 
residence in 1936, the ECE’s Electricity and Inland Transport Committees 
continued where the OCT had been forced to halt. As Wheeler had noted in 
1942, although the OCT might not have formally been a European organi-
zation, it surely acted like one.
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Biography 3: Louis Armand – Between 
United Atoms and Common Railways
Christian Henrich-Franke

To solve the contemporary problems we have to pay attention to 
the legislation of the technical era: the legislation of dimension 
and change.

Louis Armand and Michel Drancourt, Le pari Européen, 1968

Few men have survived in public memory as ‘founding fathers’ of European 
integration. Jean Monnet, Paul-Henri Spaak, Robert Schuman, Alcide de 
Gasperi and Konrad Adenauer are probably the most prominent. Some 
experts even mention Louis Armand, the first president of the European 
Atomic Energy Community (Euratom). However, few are aware of the name 
Louis Armand being connected with an additional good number of far-
sighted projects of European integration – especially in the railway sector.

Across Europe, Louis Armand came to fame for his involvement in the 
‘European Reliance’ as founding father of Euratom. In a report prepared in 
1953 for the Organisation of European Economic Cooperation (OEEC) on 
the future of energy supply in Europe, he already drew the conclusion that 
nuclear power was necessary for Europe’s industrial future. Indeed, the costs 
inherent in developing atomic energy would have exceeded the European 
nation states’ financial capacity. Hence atomic energy had to be developed 
on the European level. When the Benelux countries raised the issue of the 
European Reliance in 1955, Armand formed a working alliance with Jean 
Monnet, though he felt bemused by the latter’s focus on political objec-
tives. He considered such a-technical aims the ‘slightly superficial side of 
Monnet’s thinking’. Nevertheless, both combined their respective expertise 
and in the end made their common idea a success: EURATOM became part 
of the Treaties of Rome in 1957.

In the railway sector Armand’s main concern was increasing the railways’ 
economic efficiency by lowering the high cost structures the railway com-
panies suffered under in the growing transport competition. He was con-
vinced that railways could only regain competitiveness if they pooled their 
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resources on the European level. He thus launched a series of plans for the 
material or institutional networking of Europe.

In 1950 Armand proposed a pool for shared use of freight wagons between 
Western Germany and France, upon which both administrations agreed in 
1951. This pool replaced a system in which wagons had to be sent directly 
back to their home company. Armand even made the Germans agree to 
label it EUROP-Pool to reflect his vision of its covering all of Europe. After 
becoming International Union of Railways (UIC) president, he successfully 
launched the plan within the UIC, and by 1953 seven other railway admin-
istrations joined the pool.

For Armand EUROP-pool was only a first step. The next was a 1951 plan 
to create a European financing system for railway rolling stock. Armand 
intended to break into highly protected national markets for railway equip-
ment and force the industry to exploit economies of scale. This plan met 
with stiff opposition from national industries, which feared a European 
demand monopoly. Nevertheless, this plan finally resulted in the found-
ing of the European Company for the Financing of Railroad Rolling Stock 
(Eurofima, 1955). His third step, getting European governments to agree 
on a common standard for the electrification of railways, failed primarily 
because the technology to use his chosen standard of 50 kHz was not fully 
developed in the early 1950s.

Similar projects bearing Armand’s name included the UIC’s Office for 
Research and Experiments (ORE), established in 1950, and the Trans-Europ-
Express (TEE), which was the first genuine European railway service network.  
Last but not least, he intensively lobbied for the Channel Tunnel. In 1957 
he played a leading role in establishing the Channel Tunnel Study Group, 
which contributed a great deal to the project that eventually emerged.

In all his activities Armand was motivated by a vision of the ‘technical era’. 
He believed technological innovations would confront human society with 
a new reality within which the spatio-temporal perception of the world 
would be completely changed. Communication and transport technology 
would turn all people into neighbours, and automation would revolutionize 
the industrial mode of production. Eventually technological and scientific 
development would call into question political institutions and mentalities 
around the globe. Armand’s guiding vision was based on a technological 
enthusiasm that was very popular among engineers at that time.

Armand was not a supporter of too strong political or cultural unifica-
tion of Europe. On the contrary: he saw Europe as a technical necessity: 
European nation states could only avoid marginalization by pooling their 
resources. As his interest was more in a strong European economy than poli-
tics, he felt free to use the contemporary concepts of European integration 
rather eclectically. On the one hand he fell in with Monnet on the suprana-
tional construction of Euratom, while promoting non-governmental forms 
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Figure B3.1 Louis Armand, before a collage portraying his various European 
 activities 

Source: Josette Buzaré, Louis Armand, le savoyard du siècle (2000). 
Reproduced with kind permission of La Salévienne.
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of co-operation between the railway companies on the other. Putting his 
personal approach in political terms, Armand ultimately aimed at a federal 
‘Europe à la carte’.

The federal ‘Europe à la carte’ should be based on a new ‘spirit of co-oper-
ation’. Such a spirit seemed only attainable within the ‘ideologically neutral 
domain of science and technology’. In that point he shows the typical (and 
ultimately mythical) image of the apolitical technical expert. To Armand, 
however, experts, who were not bound by governmental rules, could best 
contribute to common transnational aims and objectives. Expert commit-
tees on the European level, which fulfilled their duties for the public ben-
efit, were thus the sole institutional solution for the political and economic 
organization of European societies. Politics had to become technified and 
negotiations had to be kept outside the public sphere. Even on that point he 
could fall in with Monnet, who preferred technocratic governance.

Armand was equipped with a multitude of talents, which he used to 
get his ideas put into practice. One of these was his gift of rhetoric. When 
Euratom threatened to fail in the French parliament in 1956, Armand was 
invited to speak as an expert witness. It is said that he electrified the par-
liamentarians with a brilliant speech and swayed the debate Euratom’s way. 
Jean Monnet characterized that speech as a ‘tour de force of illumination 
and clarification’. A second talent was his target-oriented exploitation of 
personal networks. As senior alumnus of the French state’s oldest school for 
mandarins, the Polytechnique, he was dean of a tight-knit informal net-
work that permeated the French government. According to Jacob Meunier 
Armand was said to ‘possess a progressive management style and consider-
able economic savvy’. In spite of his apolitical rhetoric, Armand quite often 
promoted French interests as the best solutions for Europe. This sometimes 
caused controversial disputes, for example on the involvement of French 
banks in Eurofima. Actually, Armand did not want to bypass the other 
Europeans; he simply took it for granted that France had to guide Europe 
into the ‘technical era’.

Just recently Louis Armand’s visions regained topicality: in his 1963 state-
ment that if ‘trains could survive the twentieth century, their success in the 
new millennium would be assured’, he predicted one of the EU’s top issues 
of today’s transport policy: the revitalization of the railways.
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5
‘Feeding the peoples of Europe’: 
Transnational Food Transport 
Infrastructure in the Early Cold 
War, 1947–1960
Erik van der Vleuten

Human nutrition is becoming more and more a problem of bal-
ance ... What is most harmful is not occasional fasting, but prolonged 
and unremedied malnutrition, which eventually slows down the 
activity of a whole nation. Endemic malnutrition is, therefore, the 
enemy, but victory lies not only in increasing production, though 
this is of course necessary, but also, and perhaps to a greater extent, 
in a more even distribution of the foodstuffs produced, a sphere in 
which transport plays a technical role of the first importance.1

Secretariat of the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe, 1949

Introduction

The quote above points to one of the major problems in Europe after the 
Second World War: the poor state of food supply. During and immediately 
after the war, outright food shortages occurred regularly, mainly due to the 
collapse of grain production and imports, and many of Europe’s inhabit-
ants had considerable difficulty reaching sufficient daily calorie intakes. 
However, such undernutrition is not what the quote is about. Instead it is 
about malnutrition: by 1949 endemic hunger was nearly ended in Europe, 
but malnutrition persisted. It was caused by overly monotonous diets based 
on grains and potatoes; the challenge, then, was to increase the intakes of 
foods providing a wider variety of nutrients. Such foods were often labelled 
‘perishable foodstuffs’, the most important of which were meat, fish, eggs, 
dairy products, and fruits and vegetables.
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The quote does more than spotlight the lack of perishable foods as Europe’s 
new post-war enemy. It also asserts that improving the intakes of such foods 
crucially depended on transport. In other words, it connects the feeding 
and health of Europe’s individuals and nations to transport infrastructures, 
in particular those transport infrastructures that were already then known 
as the ‘refrigerated chain’ or the ‘cooling chain’. These had to be either radi-
cally improved or, in the case of the deep freezing chain, built from scratch 
before they could start ‘feeding the peoples of Europe’.2

Finally, although the notion of ‘Europe’ is not explicitly mentioned in the 
selected opening quote, it looms heavily in the background. It is important 
to note where the quote is from: a report by the secretariat of the United 
Nations’ first regional body, the Economic Commission for Europe (UN 
ECE, 1947), which – among many other initiatives – inspired an enduring 
effort to build Europe-wide transport systems for perishable foods. This 
effort reflected the UN ECE’s mission statements and its particular vision 
of what Europe could, and should, become: a Europe of nations jointly solv-
ing their food problems, as well as other economic problems, by means of 
international co-operation and division of labour; in short, by building a 
pan-continental economic system. For the UN ECE secretariat, the stakes 
were huge: they argued that pan-European co-operation and interdepend-
ency would not only foster economic recovery, but also prevent a return to 
national autarchy and nationalism and a deepening cleavage between the 
emerging Eastern and Western blocks that might eventually cause a Third 
World War.3 The UN ECE thus was a post-war successor of the interwar 
League of Nations’ functional organizations, working for European eco-
nomic, social and infrastructural integration at a time when the initiative 
that would ultimately become the European Union had scarcely been born, 
and would involve only a handful of countries for decades to come.4

This junction of food, transport and European integration – and its cor-
ollary, fragmentation – is the subject of this chapter. The lead question is 
whether any ‘Europe’ was produced in the sphere of (perishable) food infra-
structure building, and what this ‘food Europe’ looked like. I shall try to 
disentangle several material, institutional, discursive and statistical aspects 
of this theme in the 1940s and 1950s, when Europe’s endemic malnutri-
tion was attacked and supposedly overcome. To do so, I take relevant UN 
ECE efforts and archives as a privileged research entry. This organization 
provides a promising research site because it initiated, monitored and 
hosted negotiations on international food transport infrastructures with 
the explicit purpose of building an integrated Europe. As a veritable ‘food 
system builder’, it proceeded by identifying problems and bottlenecks, thus 
bringing into view integration efforts, but also failure and fragmentation on 
a pan-continental scale. In short, it was a first row witness to the dynamics 
and tensions of pan-European food infrastructure development.5
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This perspective allows us to inquire into the shaping of ‘food Europe’ – or, 
in the terms of this book, mediations between ‘infrastructure’ and ‘Europe’ 
in the food domain – in several dimensions. Section 3 examines the ideo-
logical or discursive dimension, here represented by the cited UN ECE vision 
promoting a particular understanding of post-war Europe by a rhetorical 
linkage to such issues as malnutrition, perishable foods, and transport 
infrastructure. Section 4 investigates how this vision was translated into 
a programme for actually building international perishable food chains. 
It tracks the wide range of actions, in both the material and institutional 
spheres, intended jointly to produce a pan-European food economy. Section 
5 spotlights the negotiated character of this effort, which produced – like 
any infrastructure project – inclusion and exclusion, those connected and 
those passed by, and thus a particular fragmentation in European food col-
laboration. Section 6, finally, exploits UN ECE efforts to statistically moni-
tor food production and trade on an aggregate level to evaluate what ‘food 
Europe’ looked like by the 1960s in terms of actual food circulation. Before 
proceeding, however, I will briefly discuss the research theme in the light of 
 existing literatures on European food history and infrastructure history.

Toward a transnational European food history

There is a large and growing scholarship on European food history, wit-
nessed by an impressive number of books featuring ‘food’ and ‘Europe’ in 
their titles and the establishment of European food history associations.6 
Remarkably, the relationship between food history and European integra-
tion has been barely investigated in this booming field. The same is true for 
the infrastructural dimension of food supply. On one hand, this literature 
clearly delineates the main event in European food history, the food supply 
‘revolution’ of the last century and a half, and mentions the pivotal impor-
tance of infrastructure contributing to this revolution. Century-old dreams 
of the ‘Land of Plenty’ were actually fulfilled during this period of time. At 
least in Europe, food became abundant, varied and cheap.7 Others speak of 
a ‘nutritional transition’ or the emergence and diffusion of a ‘modern food 
culture.’8 This transition to abundance and variety can be further specified 
as a rise in the daily per capita energy intake from around 2,000 to 3,000 
kilocalories, and the replacement of a monotonous diet of starchy staples 
(cereals, potatoes) by a varied diet including meat, fish, fruits, vegetables, 
and processed foods such as sugar and butter, thus overcoming both under-
nutrition (lack of calories) and malnutrition (lack of essential nutrients). 
This transition coincided with a dramatic rise in life expectancy for the 
populations involved, although the precise role of food vis-à-vis other fac-
tors is still under debate.9

Among the drivers of this important historical process, transport infra-
structure is generally mentioned as a crucial element, next to increasing 
agricultural productivity and rising real incomes, that enabled consumers to 
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buy more expensive foodstuffs and diversify their diets. The assumption is 
that infrastructures such as transport networks and associated techniques of 
conservation (cooling and freezing, pasteurization, packaging) enabled long 
distance food trade, thereby loosening the traditional ties between food and 
territory. Hence, failing harvests and seasonal shortages could be overcome 
by acquiring foods produced elsewhere: food supply was ‘delocalized.’10 Of 
course there always had been trade in foodstuffs, but foreign foods had 
remained a privilege of the wealthy few until the nineteenth-century indus-
trial and transport revolutions.

On the other hand, this literature remains vague about how transport infra-
structure was involved in this transition, and what exactly was ‘European’ 
about it. ‘Europe’ is predominantly taken as a self-evident category, tacitly 
equated with the cumulated experience of national food histories. This 
nation-centred framework of analysis, which goes under the banner of com-
parative history, is clearly reproduced in published European food histories, 
which nearly always juxtapose (sub)national case studies.11 The very term 
‘Europe’, if used at all, tends to stand for an abstracted development pattern 
from a limited number of individual countries.12 A transnational perspec-
tive that may, for instance, place national food developments in the context 
of international circulation of foods, spotlight transfers between countries 
and other mechanisms connecting (or separating) national food histories, 
and inquire into the importance of national borders vis-à-vis other borders, 
seems to be missing so far.13 Yet such a perspective is needed in order to 
inquire how ‘food Europe’ was integrated and fragmented. Focusing upon 
transnational food infrastructures, this chapter explores one possible ave-
nue to investigate this theme.

A similar argument goes for the relationship between food history and 
transport infrastructure. Food historians acknowledge the pivotal role of 
transport; they have also embraced infrastructure-like concepts such as 
‘food chains’ or ‘food systems’, though on a national scale. Such concepts 
invite study of the entire food cycle from production to consumption, and 
draw together (often isolated) research fields such as agricultural history, 
retail history and diet history.14 Incidentally, the food chain concept was 
originally developed in the context of perishable foods in the early twenti-
eth (perhaps late nineteenth) century, then denoting uninterrupted refrig-
eration of the successive stages of production, transport, storage, retail, and 
consumption of perishables.15

Yet the role of transport in these ‘chains’ or ‘systems’– and thereby in the 
modern food transitions at large – is scarcely investigated. Like ‘Europe’, 
transport infrastructures are generally taken for granted. Food historians 
tend to focus on junctions in the food chain – agricultural fields, food 
processing factories, retail shops, and consumption sites such as kitchens 
and restaurants, neglecting the transport links that connect them. As a 
result, the (selectively) connecting, territorial element of food chains so 
important to the research questions of this book is largely overlooked. Only 
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a few studies relating food transport to nation-building processes suggest the 
importance of transport for studying integration/fragmentation issues.16

From a perspective of transnational infrastructure, the relationship 
between transport, food chains and European integration can be further 
specified. In this volume, food chains are interpreted as a form of infrastruc-
ture. Their development processes, however, may differ substantially from 
familiar ‘first order infrastructures’ such as railway, road, electric power, or 
telecom systems. Instead food chains can be interpreted as ‘second order’ 
infrastructure, built on top of first order ones by a new set of actors  outside 
the familiar network industries – in this case related to the food sector.17 
These actors mobilized and used road, rail and waterway infrastructure to 
hook up food sector nodes (farms, fields, factories, warehouses, shops, kitch-
ens) into a new infrastructure functionally dedicated to food supply, that 
is, food chains. To do so they deployed, as we shall see below, a variety 
of strategies, including the development of refrigerated wagons, trucks and 
containers serving as interfaces between transport and food supply infra-
structure. Studying food supply as a sectoral or institutional use of trans-
port infrastructure for building food chains brings into view the territorial 
aspects of food supply and, hopefully, features of European integration and 
fragmentation.18 This chapter delves into the choices made in such processes 
and searches for the ‘Europe of perishable foods’ that they helped produce.

In so doing, this chapter aims for a transnational history that is more 
than cross-border studies. Rather, it inquires into connections and fragmen-
tations in European food chain building, whether they run across or within 
national borders. I therefore use the term ‘international’ for the cross-border 
food chains that the UN ECE wished to construct, as opposed to self-reliant 
‘national’ food systems it sought to break open. The term ‘transnational’ 
food chains refers to the overall configuration comprising cross-border as 
well as national food chains. It is in this overall configuration that we may 
find the relative success or failure of UN ECE efforts, which connections and 
fragmentations characterized Europe’s food supply, and thus what kind of 
‘Europe’ was constituted in the food domain.19

A vision of ‘food Europe’

In February 1948, the UN ECE’s Inland Transport Committee decided to set 
up a Working Party on Transport of Perishable Foodstuffs. The idea was to 
‘determine whether there are any transport bottlenecks in the way of mov-
ing the food available, and if so, develop the necessary arrangements for 
eliminating those bottlenecks’.20 The Working Party obtained a mandate to 
‘take any immediate action which might improve or facilitate the transport 
of perishable foodstuffs’.21 Unless international law was involved, it could do 
so without prior consent of the UN ECE’s highest organ, the Commission, 
an annual assembly of national government representatives. This state of 
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affairs was typical for UN ECE work. Since its political prestige and finan-
cial capacity were severely limited, not least after it had lost the bid for 
distributing the Marshall funds to a rival organization (the Organization for 
European Economic Cooperation, 1948), the annual Commission meetings 
allegedly had degenerated into ‘merely another cockpit for waging the cold 
war’.22 By contrast, at the level of day-to-day activities a spirited and active 
secretariat headed by executive secretary Gunnar Myrdal, much praised for 
its data-gathering and processing abilities, worked with a large subsystem 
of committees and working parties on a range of economic issues, from 
inland transport and energy infrastructures to agriculture, trade, housing 
and steel.23 Now, perishable food was added to the list.

By way of preparation, Myrdal and his secretariat contacted all UN ECE 
member state governments requesting information on the state of perish-
able food transport.24 On the basis of the replies, the secretariat drafted a 
report of the European food situation after the war, identifying bottlenecks 
demanding immediate attention and proposing a number of measures. The 
study articulated what perishable foods were, why they were so terribly 
important for Europe, how this ‘Europe’ should be conceived, and what 
role transport played in all this. In short, it presented a vision for building 
‘Europe’ in the domain of perishable foods.

The starting point in this discursive constellation, as noted, was that mal-
nutrition had become endemic in many parts of post-war Europe. During 
and immediately after the war there had also been quantitative undernour-
ishment in some regions. In Germany, for instance, the wartime daily per 
capita energy intake of 2,800 kilocalories fell to 1,500 in several periods 
of 1946/47.25 Qualitative nutritional deficits causing malnutrition, however, 
were much more widespread. Europe’s endemic food problem, the secretar-
iat concluded, was not starvation but malnutrition, ‘which eventually slows 
down the activity of a whole nation’. In short: ‘endemic malnutrition ... is 
the enemy’.26

How to beat this new post-war enemy? Here, the concept of perishable 
foodstuffs came in as supplier of the missing nutrients, needed ‘for the 
maintenance of human life itself and man’s energy requirements for the 
performance of various functions’.27 Already during the war, new insights in 
nutritional science had given perishable foods a key role in food rationing. 
According to Dr J.M. Latsky, a nutrition expert of the United Nations’ Food 
and Agricultural Organization (FAO, 1945), ‘it is unfortunate that the most 
nutritious, and therefore the most expensive, foods should be so highly 
perishable.’28 In the Secretariat’s vision this was translated to ‘the food-
stuffs most necessary to man are unfortunately those which are normally 
the most perishable and the most dearest.’29 Thus supplies of fresh milk 
and cheese, meat, fish and eggs needed to be increased in order to secure 
protein intakes. Offal (the organs of slaughtered animals), today considered 
either waste or a delicacy, was also included as a vital protein supplier. An 
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increase in fresh cream and butter consumption should increase the intake 
of fats and fat-soluble vitamins. Increasing supplies of vegetables and fresh 
fruits, finally, were badly needed to improve the intake of mineral salts, 
 water-soluble vitamins (A, B and C), and cellulose.

The problem behind Europe’s malnutrition, then, was the reduced intakes 
of perishable foods during the recent war. According to FAO data, annual 
per capita meat intakes had only remained relatively stable at 50–60 kilo-
grams (kg) in countries specializing in animal husbandry, such as Ireland 
and France. In other countries meat intake sharply declined: in the United 
Kingdom it had dropped from 60 kg in the period 1934–8 to 48 kg in 
1947–8. Others fared far worse: Austrians experienced a decline from 54 
to 25 kg, Germans from 51 to 12–16 kg (depending on occupation zone), 
and Italians from 20 to 14 kg. In Eastern Europe, low pre-war meat intakes 
had further declined: in Bulgaria from 22 to 18 kg, in Hungary from 36 
to 23 kg, in Poland from 26 to 17 kg, and in Rumania from 18 to 14 kg. 
Similar discrepancies and declines were observed for fresh fish, eggs, and 
dairy products.30

How, then, to increase the availability of perishable foods? In the vision of 
the UN ECE secretariat, the answer was international co-operation:

The time is now past when nations could, separately and independently, 
solve the problem of balancing production and consumption. The solu-
tion must be based on a rational system of exchanges between countries 
with a production surplus and those with a deficit. Perishable foodstuffs 
remain a vital element in these exchanges. In the case of Europe in par-
ticular, FAO surveys have shown that improved distribution of the fol-
lowing foodstuffs was essential: fresh fruit and vegetables, meat, fish, 
eggs, milk and dairy products.31

The issues of malnutrition and perishable foods were thus connected to a 
particular meaning of ‘Europe’: an interconnected Europe, in which ‘nations’ 
collaborated in an international division of labour. As noted above, this 
conception of Europe was part and parcel of the UN ECE sense of mission. 
The very (and initially controversial) idea of a ‘regional’ organization in the 
‘universal’ United Nations framework was that Europe’s common history 
and geographical scattering of resources made treatment as a single develop-
ment region desirable.32 Once established, the secretariat further added to 
this mission statement by stressing that binding Europe’s nations together 
in economic co-operation and interdependency would not only secure 
common prosperity, but also prevent future rivalry and war.33 When the 
ECE was evaluated and made permanent in 1951, the UN General Assembly 
accepted the ECE argument that all-European economic co-operation was 
essential to economic growth as well as world peace.
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For the case of perishable foods, the secretariat suggested – without docu-
mentation – that large-scale intra-European trade had once existed. However, 
already in the 1930s this trade had allegedly been greatly reduced due to the 
Great Depression and associated protectionist policies. The Second World 
War, poor harvests in 1946 (Eastern Europe) and 1947 (Western Europe), and 
post-war protectionist trade policies further caused record low levels of trade 
in perishable foods in 1947 (see Table 5.1). In order of volume, fruits, meat, 
vegetables, fish, dairy products and eggs were the most dominant perisha-
bles traded. However, in the eighteen countries for which data were avail-
able, total exchanges had fallen significantly – from an annual nine million 
tons in the pre-war period to under seven million tons in 1947. Trade in 
vegetables had recovered by then, and trade in fish had slightly inclined. Yet 
trade in eggs and dairy products had collapsed, while trade in fruits, and to 
a lesser degree meat, had been reduced significantly.34 ‘Europe’, it seemed, 
was increasingly becoming a Europe of autonomous states rather than an 
interdependent region. In the UN ECE vision, this certainly did not help in 
beating Europe’s malnutrition enemy.

Finally, this vision for ‘feeding the peoples of Europe’ connected the 
previous concepts of malnutrition, perishable foods, and an integrated 
pan-Europe to the issue of cross-border transport and transit. If perisha-
ble food intakes were to be increased, increasing food production and die-
tary awareness of consumers were important, but transport infrastructure 

Table 5.1  Annual imports/exports of perishable foods in eighteen European 
 countries* for which data were available in 1947

1934–8 1947

Most traded 
 perishable 
foods

Exports × 
1,000 tons

Imports × 
1,000 tons

Exports × 
1,000 tons

Imports × 
1,000 tons

Fruits 628 2,940 510 1,763
Meat 327 1,255 98 1,125
Vegetables 573 611 588 637
Fish 433 397 458 538
Butter and cheese 410 718 133 493
Eggs 204 257 55 112
All perishable 

foods:**
2,737 6,517 1,951 4,969

* Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom.
** Adding poultry, milk, beer, fruit juices, yeast, and flowers and bulbs.

Source: ECE, Survey, chapter III, p. 2. (Compare figures for individual countries in ECE  
Secretariat, 'Survey on transport of perishable foodstuffs', annex 3.)
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constituted the major bottleneck to international trade. Here, the problem 
was twofold.

First, common European standards for product quality and quality con-
trol were badly needed, for ‘the conveyance of perishable foodstuffs by 
international transport cannot yield satisfactory results unless the food-
stuffs carried are of good quality and are suitably selected and packed.’35 
Such standards should be developed by experts and preferably be agreed in 
the legal instrument of International Conventions.36 Second, the challenges 
to transport itself were speed and good travel conditions. As for speed, little 
attention was given to building new rails or roads, although it was noted that 
constructing a Channel Tunnel and other tunnels and bridges would greatly 
speed up transports and eliminate transhipment. Instead, most problems 
concerned better use of existing rail and road infrastructure. Rail transport 
greatly dominated perishable food transports by land, but crossing borders 
was slow, and international rail tariffs lacking even on some major routes. 
Road transport by motor lorries was promising because it enabled door-to-
door delivery, but was poorly developed (nearly exclusively serving Dutch 
and Danish exports) and highly irregular. Inland waterway and air trans-
port of perishable foodstuffs was negligible. Intermodal freight transport 
by containers was promising, but containers were not yet equipped to store 
perishable foods. Besides, international tariffs for combined transport were 
lacking almost completely.

As for travel conditions, the most pressing problem perhaps was the ‘more 
or less general inadequacy’ of the so-called refrigerator chain.37 The promise 
of this refrigerator chain was wonderful:

Even the most perishable foodstuffs can be stored in their natural state 
at production centres, transported over long distances, and warehoused 
near the consumption centres where they will finally be sold, always pro-
viding that all these operations be carried out at a practically uniform low 
temperature. This need for an unbroken sequence of refrigeration facili-
ties suggested the metaphor of links in one single ‘refrigerator chain.’38

The report further compared the situation in ‘Europe’ with that in the 
United States, and concluded that Europe fell far behind in building such 
chains. For instance, European railway companies in fifteen countries for 
which data was available jointly owned about 16,500 wagons with temper-
ature-controlling facilities: one wagon per 12,000 inhabitants. In the US 
the ratio was 1 per 1,000 inhabitants, but, since US wagons had three times 
the payload of European ones, the correct comparative figure was 1 per 
330. A further problem highlighted by comparison with the US was that 
Europe’s large export countries, Italy, France and Germany, owned over 80% 
of the European wagon park, but used wagons mainly for domestic trans-
port. Importing and transit countries hardly owned any rolling stock with 
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temperature control equipment. The situation in other transport modes was 
worse, and immediate action necessary.

To complete the circle in this discursive journey, it is noteworthy that the 
secretariat regarded the transport issue as so pressing that it was inscribed 
into the very definition of perishable foods, as opposed to foods like wheat 
or wine that did not pose challenges to transport in European trade. It devel-
oped a concise and pragmatic working definition: perishable foodstuffs 
were ‘foodstuffs which, by reason of their fragility or their susceptibility 
to rapid change when fresh, require special precautions in transport: speed 
at which conveyed, use of refrigeration, ventilation in transit, etc’.39 By 
defining perishable foodstuffs as precious foods requiring a specific mode 
of mobility, the Working Party mobilized the concept for a European cold 
 chain-building programme.

Building the cold chain, 1949–60

The visions described above were relevant not only as a discursive media-
tion between ‘Europe’ and ‘infrastructure’, or as an effort to keep alive and 
promote the idea of a continentally integrated Europe in severely adverse 
times.40 As Tom Hughes has argued, the intellectual effort of critical prob-
lem articulation also serves to suggest solutions inviting specific actions 
crucial to overall system development.41 When the Working Party first con-
vened in June 1949, it adopted not only the secretariat’s sense of urgency 
and mission, but also its identification of bottlenecks to the ‘feeding of the 
peoples of Europe’ in the realm of international transport.42 In response, 
the Working Party developed an impressive array of actions to address 
these problems. This section explores the variety of actions taken to remove 
‘ bottlenecks’ in order to mobilize transport infrastructures for international 
perishable food distribution.

Notably, the Working Party was not alone in this effort. Rather, it was 
a self-appointed spider in a rapidly growing web of actors formed around 
the theme of international perishable food supply. Next to national del-
egates and experts, the Working Party associated a host of international 
organizations adding specific expertise and competences to the task at 
hand, as we shall see below. One of its key activities, therefore, was social 
 network-building. Among these collaborations, the United Nations global 
food agency – the Food and Agricultural Organization – deserves particu-
lar mention. The FAO had already worked on European fisheries trade and 
transport problems in 1947.43 But, when the UN ECE Working Party was 
established, a division of labour was agreed: the UN ECE would be respon-
sible for food transport issues, while the FAO would focus on food produc-
tion and consumption issues. This latter work would, for instance, include 
setting global nutrition standards (with the World Health Organization and 
UNESCO), and lobbying with member governments for the establishment 
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of national food authorities to further promote these standards on national 
and local levels. While this crucial strategy for increasing perishable food 
intakes awaits further research, this section examines initiatives concerning 
perishable food transport infrastructure only.

Socio-technical system-building: A wide range of activities

The Working Party started by emphasizing two factors pivotal to trade in 
perishable foods over which it had virtually no influence: national pro-
duction and trade policies. Then it focused upon what it could do in the 
international arena. In the resulting list of activities we find an insight 
into the transdisciplinary nature of refrigerated food system-building.44 For 
instance, the 1951 work programme contained thirty-three items.45 From 
the point of view of mobilizing transport systems for international circula-
tion of perishables, we may group these problem-solving activities into four 
major categories.

A first set of tasks centred on designing appropriate transport vehicles for 
perishable foodstuffs; we might call these ‘gateways’ between existing trans-
port systems and emerging perishable food distribution systems. Thus the 
International Railway Union and the International Institute of Refrigeration 
were asked to design insulated, refrigerated and mechanically refrigerated 
railway wagons as well as so-called ‘fruit and vegetable wagons’ (requiring, for 
instance, shock absorption and ventilation). Already by 1950 this work had 
resulted in specifications for insulated and refrigerated wagons of SS-class, 
that is, allowing speeds of up to 120 km/h. Next to complete wagon designs, 
these organizations researched specific elements such as inside wagon walls 
(of stainless steel or aluminium alloys to withstand frequent chemical clean-
ing after fish or fruit transport); shock-absorbing devices; ways of securing 
loads on wagons; standards for air-tightness of vehicles; sealable passages 
in wagons allowing insertion of a thermometer from the outside; and so 
on. Similar work went on for lorries and for containers, now involving the 
International Road Transport Union, the European Union of Coachbuilders, 
and the International Container Bureau. Next to such technical research, 
these actors worked on auxiliary infrastructures such as icing and re-icing 
facilities. For ice-cooled transport, an entire infrastructure of ice factories, 
ice bunkers, and re-icing stations along transport routes was needed. This 
infrastructure needed to be mapped and possibly reorganized; for instance, 
re-icing stations should preferably be placed at compulsory stopping points 
such as customs, frontiers, and locomotive changing points.

A second realm of activity was not concerned with gateway designs, but 
with organizational and legal measures to speed up the flows of perishables. 
By the early 1950s they had identified major asymmetries in European per-
ishable transport. For example, in 1951 the journey Hamburg–Prague took 
two days, while Rotterdam–Prague, a shorter distance, allegedly took six to 
eight days.46 In response, the Working Party worked with the International 



‘Feeding the Peoples of Europe’ 159

Freight Train Time Table Conference to attempt to rebalance transport by 
further reducing transport times for perishable transports. It also tried to 
persuade the International Rail Transport Committee (CIT), an association 
of national railway administrations working on international legal issues, 
to decrease the maximum time limits allowed for perishable transports. 
Furthermore, the International Chamber of Commerce should design inter-
national transport documents, while national governments were requested 
to support special fares for perishable transit traffic.

Much work was done to reduce delays at frontiers, much of which was 
inscribed in international law. Sometimes the Working Party secured the 
interests of perishable foods in legal work done by other UN ECE bodies. 
Most of its recommendations on railway traffic were implemented in an 
International Convention to Facilitate the Crossing of Frontiers for Goods car-
ried by Rail (1952), arranging for customs clearance in the interior of states 
instead of at borders; simplified procedures for clearance of goods in tran-
sit; recognition of the national seals of other states; placing customs offices 
of neighbouring countries at the same location so that control could be 
exercised simultaneously; and harmonizing customs opening hours. Also, 
perishable goods transit traffic should be given priority at border crossings. 
Maximum delay times were not specified, but referred to bilateral agree-
ment.47 For road transport, the draft Customs Convention on the International 
Transport of Goods by Road (June 1949) addressed similar issues. It introduced 
the so-called TIR (Transports Internationaux Routieres) carnet, which deserves 
special mention: cargos were sealed and only checked at the country of ori-
gin and destination, not in transit countries. The 1949 draft convention was 
later succeeded by the TIR convention (1959, revised 1975), which still today 
counts as one of the UN ECE’s most important contributions to international 
freight traffic. In 1952 just over 3,000 TIR Carnets were issued for individual 
transports; the number increased to 100,000 in 1960, 800,000 in 1970, and 
2.7 million (representing 34,000 companies) in 2001.48 Finally, for intermo-
dal transport a Customs Convention on Containers (1956) was negotiated.

A third set of actions was to develop European standards for perishables 
and their transportation, which again were inscribed in international law. 
These included quality standards for perishable foods prior to transport, 
which greatly affected their preservation en route. As such standards primarily 
involved producers and exporters, the Working Party sought co-operation 
with the UN ECE Committee on Agricultural Problems, where these groups 
were represented. This Committee set up its own Working Party on stand-
ardization of perishable foodstuffs in intra-European trade.49 By 1958 general 
provisions for all fruit and vegetables were defined in a Protocol (a less heavy 
legal instrument than a Convention, but still legally binding) accepted by 
most countries. By the mid-1960s recommendations were issued for stand-
ards in size, colour and classification of twenty individual perishables. From 
the early 1960s these standards were called ‘European standards’.50
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In addition, the Working Party on Transport of Perishable Foodstuffs 
negotiated standards concerning transport conditions. The International 
Chamber of Commerce, national governments, rail, road, aviation, and 
containers transport organizations, and the International Standards 
Organization helped to produce standards for packaging fresh fruits and 
vegetables, eggs in shell, and other produce in draft recommendations avail-
able by the early 1950s. Packaging in international transport should hence-
forward be new; non-returnable; parallelepiped in shape (no baskets etc); 
tested for sturdiness, load stability and ventilation; provided with devices 
for interlocking; designed for use with or without lids; conforming to stand-
ard dimensions; and marked by an official control stamp. For instance, 
 saw-wood fruit boxes could be of five sizes with specified weights.51 Work on 
transport standards also included handling operations; the mechanization 
of handling operations, reducing damage to perishables, involved standard-
ized pallets, fork lift trucks and cleaning procedures.

Much work, finally, went into defining standards on the meaning and 
testing of perishable foods transport itself, including standards for terms 
such as ‘insulated’, ‘refrigerated’, ‘mechanically refrigerated’ and ‘heated’, 
and procedures for their verification. As we shall see below, negotiations 
were difficult. Such standards were first proposed in an annex on perish-
ables to the General Agreement on Economic Regulations for Road Transport 
(1954) and an Agreement on Special Equipment for the Transport of Perishable 
Foodstuffs and on the Use of such Equipment for the International Transport of 
some of those Foodstuffs (1962). Both were used by a limited number of coun-
tries only. The breakthrough was the Agreement on the International Carriage 
of Perishable Foodstuffs and on the Special Equipment to be Used for such Carriage 
(ATP, 1970). This is the best-known product of the Working Party today. It 
currently has forty-two member states and specifies classes of refrigeration 
equipment, testing procedures and maximum transport temperatures for a 
range of foods. Thus frozen fish was to be transported at max −18 °C, frozen 
butter at −10 °C, non-frozen poultry at +4 °C, and non-frozen fish ‘must 
always be carried in melting ice’.52

A fourth problem area that needed to be addressed, finally, concerned the 
actual construction and operation of cooling chains once wagon designs, 
customs procedures, quality standards and so on were in place. The 1949 
Secretariat report had suggested a solution: new international rail and road 
organizations could plan, build and operate cold chains, taking the idea out 
of laboratories and meeting rooms and into practice. The wish for a railway 
company dedicated to temperature-controlled transport was immediately 
served. At the first Working Party session in 1949, the Belgian and French 
representatives proudly reported that the International Railway Company 
for Refrigerated Transport had been created. Interfrigo began as a body 
studying refrigerated transport problems, but was currently drafting stat-
utes for commercial operation. The company would create a European park 
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of refrigerated rolling stock; importing countries would share in its costs. 
Membership was open to all European railway administrations (see below).53 
In 1993 Interfrigo merged with Intercontainer (1967) into Intercontainer-
Interfrigo (ICF). Interfrigo did not have a monopoly, though; it was one of a 
number of  companies providing refrigerated services.

Regarding road transport, the Working Party pushed for a similar initi-
ative. At its ninth session in July 1952, the International Road Transport 
Union IRU was officially asked to establish an international body to assist 
the development of intra-European road transport facilities for perishable 
foods. Rather than an official international body, it should be an asso-
ciation strengthening the international bonds between road transport 
 enterprises.54 Transfrigoroute Europe was formally founded in 1955 as an asso-
ciation of the most prominent refrigerated road carriers of nine countries. It 
was headquartered in Basel (later Bern), Switzerland, and IRU president (and 
refrigerated transport entrepreneur) Paul Schweizer became its first presi-
dent. Transfrigoroute Europe members had to comply with formal refriger-
ated transport standards; in return they obtained the Transfrigoroute identity 
card and carried the Transfrigoroute sign, which should give them priority at 
borders and other privileges.

Already by the late 1950s, Transfrigoroute adverts claimed that it had 
‘created the unbroken cooling chain on roads’.55 Its ‘rolling refrigera-
tors’ allegedly allowed door-to-door transport of perishables, from ships 
to cold storage, ship to importer, cold storage to ship, or producer to con-
sumer (Figure 5.1). By 1976 it had 1,175 valid ID cards registered. Renamed 
Transfrigoroute International in 1982, it presently serves the interests of the 
temperature-controlled road sector divided into twenty-five national mem-
ber associations in Europe and North Africa. In 2005 it claimed to associate 
about 1,700 firms and organizations, covering some 80% of the perishable 
food road transport market.56

Whose ‘food Europe’?

By 1960, then, international cold chains seemed well under way. We saw 
that this effort was achieved by many actors in perpetual co-operation 
and negotiation on a number of issues. However, such negotiation might 
also involve disagreement, even conflict, and refusal to cooperate. It is in 
the contested features of food transport system-building that we may find 
important clues as to which ‘Europe’ was under construction in the domain 
of perishable food chains.57 In search of territorially selective aspects of food 
chains, I shall focus here on the participation or absence of states in this 
impressive international collaboration. Such inclusion or exclusion can be 
found on several levels.

First, as noted above, the UN ECE’s overall sense of mission stipulated that 
‘Europe’ should be as inclusive a category as possible.58 In the context of the 
early Cold War this translated into a focus on East–West cooperation and 
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perpetual attempts to involve (Central) Eastern European states and Soviet 
republics as formal ECE members. The imbalances the Working Party noted 
above between Western ports and Prague were thus not grabbed from thin 
air. Also, non-UN countries (Albania, Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, Hungary, 
Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Roumania until 1955; Switzerland until 2002), 
which could not be de jure included in the Commission, were invited to par-
ticipate informally in the committees and working parties from the start.59

These attempts at East–West co-operation encountered problems, espe-
cially in the early years. Although the UN ECE had been founded by eight-
een states, notably including such Soviet republics as the Byelorussian and 
Ukrainian SSRs, escalating Cold War tensions caused a massive walk-out of 
(Central) Eastern European members. Until these tensions eased in 1953/4, 

Figure 5.1 Transfrigoroute lorries in the late 1950s

Note: Transfrigoroute lorries identified by the Transfrigoroute logo. They served (inter)national 
routes connecting major harbours and consumption centres (Stockholm–Helsingborg in 
Sweden, Marseille–Lyon–Paris in France, Barcelona–Madrid–Gerona in Spain and Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands–Düsseldorf, Germany–Frankfurt–Munich–Vienna, Austria). 

Source: Transfrigoroute Brochure.
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the organization was predominantly a ‘Western’ one – save for Poland’s 
participation in the Coal Committee. From 1953 many Eastern European 
delegates returned, and the Soviet Union started to participate in all UN 
ECE committees. Even East Germany, which was not recognized by most 
Western countries and was barred from international organizations, par-
ticipated in practical work from 1953 (it only gained de jure membership in 
1973). Finally, the UN ECE seems to have respected the 1946 UN embargo 
against the last remaining ‘Axis power’, General Franco’s Spain, until 1955.

Second, this push for all-European co-operation did not necessarily mate-
rialize in the concrete work on perishable foods. When the Working Party 
gathered for its first session, it associated representatives of fourteen govern-
ments under the chairmanship of F. Martin and O. Schoenewald from Italy 
and the Netherlands, respectively: two countries with major export interests 
in perishables. In the following decade, national representation was clearly 
skewed towards North-Western and Central Europe (including Austria, 
Belgium, Denmark, France, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, 
the United Kingdom, and Western Germany from 1950). The United States 
were also present.60 By contrast, Southern Europe was poorly represented 
throughout the 1950s. Italy was the exception, taking a leading role through-
out the period under investigation. Spain only joined in 1956, after the UN 
boycott had been lifted. Portugal and Albania remained absent, and Greece 
and Yugoslavia participated only once or twice. As for what was increasingly 
called Eastern Europe, only Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland partici-
pated at the first session, but by its third session in June 1950 no Eastern 
country participated. The Working Party, too, had become a ‘Western’ body. 
When the Cold War tensions eased, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 
Poland, Rumania, the USSR and the Eastern zone of Germany became regu-
lar guests. By then, participation suggested more East–West co-operation 
than North–South co-operation.

A third level of inclusion and exclusion is visible in reviewing which 
countries adopted the results of Working Party efforts, most notably the 
international treaties discussed above.61 Regarding border crossings, for 
instance, the International Convention to Facilitate the Crossing of Frontiers for 
Goods carried by Rail (1952) with special provisions for perishable foods was 
signed only by the Benelux countries, France, Italy, Norway, Sweden and 
Switzerland. While Austria, Spain and Portugal followed within a decade, 
Eastern and South-Eastern European states were absent and remain so today 
(though Albania joined in 2004). The corresponding Convention for contain-
ers (1956), signed when Cold War tensions had eased, added to the previous 
list Germany and the UK, but also Hungary and Poland among its original 
signers. (Former) Soviet republics never joined, though. For road traffic, the 
TIR convention (1959) was originally signed by nine usual suspects (Austria, 
the Benelux countries, West Germany, France, Italy, Switzerland and the 
UK), but within two years Southern (Greece, Spain and soon Portugal) and 
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Eastern European (Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland and soon 
Rumania) participation was achieved. Turkey soon joined, but the USSR fol-
lowed only in 1974 and exempted a few articles of the Convention, such 
as the passage allowing states to extend the provisions to their colonies 
(the USSR categorically condemned colonialism). By then over thirty coun-
tries had joined, including Canada, Iran, Israel, Japan and Jordan.

As in the Working Party representation, one may discern in these trea-
ties a group of front-runners constituted by Northern, Western and Central 
European states and Italy. Southern and (Central) Eastern European states 
joined incidentally, mostly later, and often not at all. This pattern was 
repeated in the difficult treaty negotiations on standards for refrigerated 
transports. Most governments of Working Party members refused to sign 
the General Agreement on Economic Regulations for Road Transport (1954) annex 
C.1 on perishable food transports, which as a result never formally entered 
into force.62 After much debate the annex was signed only by Belgium, 
France, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, which desired to move ahead as 
quickly as possible. This schism continued when the Working Party tried 
to negotiate a new treaty valid for all transport forms, but proved unable to 
agree. Some members then proposed to weaken the standards of the 1954 
annex, but here the front-runners protested because, in the words of the 
French delegates, this would entail a step backward rather than forward.63 
The story continued eight years later when the follow-up treaty Agreement 
on Special Equipment for the Transport of Perishable Foodstuffs (1962) was soon 
signed by five usual suspects plus Bulgaria, Poland and Spain. However, it 
never entered into force since it was never ratified by at least five countries, 
as specified in the conditions. Finally, the successful ATP Agreement (1970) 
was rapidly accepted by seven usual suspects plus Portugal and the USSR. 
Although the number of contracting parties rose to forty-two today, except 
for Bulgaria (1978), Eastern European countries acceded with some delay.64 
Fourth and finally, the cooling chains as organized in practice by rail com-
pany Interfrigo and road carrier association Transfrigoroute Europe also show 
clear geographical selectiveness. Pending further research into these organi-
zations, a few observations can already be made here.

The establishment of Interfrigo, as noted above, was proudly announced 
at the first Working Party session in 1949. Founding Interfrigo members 
were the railway administrations of the front-runner countries Belgium, 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 
Membership was supposedly open to all European railway administra-
tions, but most did not join. The opposition was articulated in reply to 
the Swiss delegate suggesting explicit Working Party approval of this 
initiative: a private company should not receive a near-monopoly posi-
tion. For the US representative, Working Party support of Interfrigo would 
imply ‘a recommendation that the virtual monopoly control of refriger-
ated transport in Europe should be invested in what was apparently a 
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private concern’.65 Supporters of Interfrigo replied that the company was a 
‘quasi  inter-governmental’ body since the majority of members was state-
owned, but to the US representative ‘to regard such undertaking as an 
intergovernmental body was stretching the definition rather far.’66 The 
Czechoslovakian and Polish representatives supported this critical stance. 
The Polish delegate went even further and articulated an Eastern European 
standpoint disapproving of the idea of an international company in the 
first place, instead placing the responsibility for building and controlling 
cold chains with national governments. The deadlock persisted and the 
Working Party decided not to mention Interfrigo explicitly in its session 
reports. The company was deliberately ignored until the  mid-1950s, when 
it was finally acknowledged as an important ally in the construction of 
cross-border food chains. It remained a Western body, though.

Transfrigoroute Europe, too, started out as a Western European gather-
ing. Its founding members were road carriers from Austria, Belgium, West 
Germany, France, the Netherlands, Spain and Switzerland. Almost immedi-
ately Italian, Danish and Swedish members joined. This geographical focus 
was reproduced in the envisioned Transfrigoroute distribution (compare 
Figure 5.1). It also showed in its lobby activities, for instance when request-
ing priority treatment at selected custom offices: a 1956 list focused entirely 
on border crossings in the West.67

The case of Transfrigoroute also reveals another type of friction, namely 
between international food chains and national authorities, which were fre-
quently mentioned as obstructive and uncooperative. One concern was the 
slow procedure for obtaining national transport permits, which allegedly 
‘jeopardized’ the objectives of the association.68 Another obstacle was the 
new ban on Sunday and holiday travel introduced in Germany in 1956, fol-
lowed by Austria, some Swiss cantons, and others, which also ‘constituted 
a serious threat to the European refrigerator chain’.69 Persistent complaints 
and lobbying, however, soon exempted perishables from these bans. A third 
source of complaint was delays at customs offices. Thus, fresh strawberry 
and vegetable traffic from Brittany (France) to the Netherlands ‘at present 
time usually takes three days ... as carriers are too often compelled to wait 
at the French, Belgian and Netherlands frontiers until the customs offices 
open. But this journey should, on the face of it, take less than 48 hours’.70 
Myrdal and the UN ECE secretariat contacted national governments to dis-
cuss such problems and some of these were solved, but in the perception of 
road carriers tensions between international transport and national author-
ity persisted.71

‘Food Europe’ around 1960

As noted earlier, this chapter aims for a transnational history of European 
food supply that looks at connections as well as fragmentations running 
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across, along or within national borders. One advantage of studying ‘food 
Europe’ through the eyes of the UN ECE is that it provides a research focus 
upon this privileged observer’s identification of bottlenecks, initiation of 
solutions, witnessing of negotiations and fragmentations, and also monitor-
ing the entire process on an aggregate level. Such monitoring included col-
lection and interpretation of food production and trade statistics, in close 
co-operation with the UN Food and Agriculture Organization. The UN ECE 
secretariat’s agriculture division published its first analysis of this kind in 
1962, focusing upon nine important foods representing over two-thirds of 
Europe’s trade in so-called temperate agricultural products, meaning foods 
that were (also) produced in Europe.72 These foods, the report suggested, 
could in theory form the basis of an integrated European food system: 
wheat, barley, maize, sugar, meat, butter, cheese, eggs and fresh fruit. Thus, 
thirteen years after the 1949 report calling for international perishable foods 
infrastructures to build a European food economy, the secretariat now pre-
sented data evaluating the circulation of the most important starchy staples 
and perishable foods, except, unfortunately, fish and vegetables. What kind 
of ‘food Europe’ did these figures show?

For the secretariat, they must have caused mixed feelings. On one hand, 
the domestic production of perishable foods as well as grains had greatly 
increased, implying rapid reduction of malnutrition and undernutrition 
(Table 5.2). As for wheat, by far the most important food in terms of weight, 
production had increased from about 91 million tons in the early 1950s to 
125 million tons by 1960. Egg production rose from 3 to 5.7 million tons, 
butter production from 2 to 3 million tons, and the value of meat produc-
tion (in Western Europe only) from under 8 to over 11 billion US dollars. 
The malnutrition enemy was being beaten.

On the other hand, in spite of the existence and continued growth of 
integrated transport networks for food supply, an integrated European food 
system clearly had not emerged. ‘Agricultural products have become the 

Table 5.2 Average annual production of selected foods 1951–60 in 1,000 metric tons 
(millions of US dollars in the case of meat)

Wheat Meat Eggs Butter Cheese

1951–3 1960 1951–3 1957–9 1951–3 1960 1951–3 1960 1951 1960

Western 
Europe

39,448 48,211 7,835 11,141 2,427 3,364 1,355 1,760 1,444 2,009

Eastern 
Europe 
and 
USSR

51,798 76,566 – – 1,622* 2,326 876* 1,293 – –

* Figures for 1954–56.

Source: ECE, Ten years of agricultural trade in Europe, tables I-8, IV-7, VII-6, V-7 and VI-5.
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problem child of international trade,’ read the opening sentence of the 1962 
report.73 Indeed, production and trade figures first of all revealed that ‘food 
Europe’ to a large degree was a ‘Europe of individual states’ which were over-
whelmingly self-sufficient in terms of foods (Table 5.3).

With few notable exceptions, the majority of countries were approach-
ing self-sufficiency by 1951; that is, domestic production largely made up 
total domestic supply (production + net imports). By 1960 the degree of 
self-sufficiency had often increased rather than decreased; there was little 
evidence of an emerging system of international specialization and trade 
replacing the primary organization of food supply within individual coun-
tries. By 1960, domestic production of individual countries in Western 
Europe made up 86% of their total wheat supplies, 95% of meat supplies, 
96% of egg supplies, 88% of butter supplies and 99% of cheese supplies. For 
countries in Eastern Europe the corresponding figures were 71% for wheat, 
112% for eggs (figures over 100% denote a modest net export) and 95% for 
butter; for the Soviet Union 110%, 10% and 104% respectively. Although 
individual export-oriented countries (e.g. Denmark and the Netherlands) or 
import-dependent ones (notably the UK) might deviate significantly from 
the pattern, the main conclusion is that Europe’s post-war malnutrition 
enemy was beaten primarily by national food supply systems rather than 
by international ones.

The 1962 report was quite explicit about explanations for this strong 
national dimension in European food supply. Unlike in the 1949 report, 
transport and quality control issues no longer figured as prominent bot-
tlenecks to international specialization and co-operation. Neither did world 
market prices, company behaviour, or food production problems – after all, 
food had become abundant in Europe. In the final analysis, the explanation 
was of a political nature. In all countries in Europe, as the secretariat and 
the Working Party had already feared back in 1949, national governments 
had heavily intervened in the agricultural sector. Their agricultural poli-
cies were committed to supporting domestic farming sectors by means of 
financial, technical and educational support, and the creation and protec-
tion of domestic food markets. Thus, while international food transports 
did increase vastly in absolute terms (see below), they were outgrown by 
even faster increasing food production and distribution within national 
boundaries.

As for trade that did occur, this massive state interference allegedly made 
the agricultural sector the most regulated in world trade. Indeed, the 1962 
report characterized European trading countries by either ‘more or less regu-
lated and protected trade in agricultural products’ or by ‘outright state trad-
ing’, categories roughly corresponding to West and East of the Iron Curtain.74 
In the West, national governments supported their domestic agriculture by 
means of import barriers and export subsidies. In the East, world market 
prices played an even smaller role as national governments centrally planned 
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their foreign trade (volume, distribution and composition). Nevertheless, the 
report observed, the absolute volume of trade was expanding, probably even 
faster than the rise of incomes. The volume of Western European agricultural 
imports increased by 50% between 1951 and 1960; in Eastern Europe it also 
grew rapidly, though exact figures were missing.75

Who, then, traded with whom? In terms of mesoregional groupings, the 
report first of all addressed the East–West cleavage, and its conclusions were 
rather negative. Indeed, one may discern a ‘Cold War Europe’ in food trade 
(Table 5.4). In the late 1950s the OEEC countries (a category then over-
lapping with some 90% of the category ‘Western Europe’) acquired some 
27% of its imports from the OEEC area, a mere 3% from Eastern Europe, 
and no less than 70% from outside Europe. The report lacked comparable 
data for Eastern Europe, but estimated that most agricultural trade took 
place within that region, followed by trade with the rest of the world and, 
finally, Western Europe. East–West trade, then, was marginal. The pattern, 
of course, did not fit all countries and commodities; for instance, 82% of 
Poland’s meat exports, 77% of its butter exports and 94% of its egg exports 
went to Western Europe.76

Three more conclusions were drawn from the table. First, intra-regional 
trade in both Eastern and Western Europe was substantial for all perisha-
bles. In Eastern Europe, this was also the case for wheat. Second, especially 
for Western Europe, imports from the ‘rest of the world’ were substan-
tial. Wheat, predominantly imported from the United States and Canada, 

Table 5.4 Imports in Western and Eastern Europe by origin 1957–60

Western European imports 
from (dollar%)

Eastern European imports 
from (weight%)

Western 
Europe

Eastern 
Europe

Rest of 
the 
world

Western 
Europe

Eastern 
Europe

Rest 
of the 
world

Wheat 10.4 8.3 81.3 0.8 82.1 17.1
Meat 51.8 8.2 40.0

Butter 44.7 3.7 51.6 17.3 75.0 7.7
Cheese 67.2 0.6 32.2
Eggs 71.1 11.9 17.0 5.8 36.6 57.6

Fruits 43.2 0.8 56.0
All agricultural 

products*
28.7* 2.3* 70.5*

* Figures for the OEEC area, then comprising over 90% of the category ‘Western Europe’.

Source: ECE, Ten years, tables 3, 4 and 5.
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dominated the aggregate figure. As for perishables, the significance of over-
seas trade fluctuated. The figure for meat imports, for instance, is mislead-
ing because it was largely made up by British imports (some 70–80% of this 
figure); much meat (particularly Irish, Danish, Yugoslavian, Austrian and 
French) was traded within the region. Fruits, by contrast, were predomi-
nantly imported from overseas. The most traded commodity, citrus fruits, 
arrived from North and South Africa, Latin America, Israel and the US, in 
addition to regional suppliers such as Spain, Italy and Greece. Ninety % of 
all bananas, the second biggest group, came from overseas (and 10% from 
Spain’s Canary Islands). Transatlantic and post-colonial food relationships, 
too, heavily characterized the ‘food Europe’ of 1960.

Third and finally, the 1962 report found the impact on food supply of 
organizations such as the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance CMEA 
(1949) and the European Economic Community EEC (1957), forerunner to 
the European Union (1992), quite limited so far. The 1960s might produce a 
turning point: the 1962 CMEA congress in Moscow promised a change from 
bilateral to multilateral co-ordination of food supply in Eastern Europe. In 
the same year the six EEC members agreed on a Common Agricultural Policy. 
The UN ECE report, however, was sceptical on both initiatives, and expected 
a food Europe of relatively autonomous states to endure for some time to 
come. Either way the EEC certainly was not responsible for beating Europe’s 
malnutrition enemy in the 1950s, though today EU proponents regularly 
claim the credit for bringing peace and prosperity to the subcontinent.

Conclusion

Conventional wisdom, cited in the introduction to this chapter, holds that 
the nutritional transition in Europe was brought about by the mobility of 
food enabled by global transport and communication revolutions. This 
chapter has shown, however, that mediations between ‘food’, ‘transnational 
infrastructure’ and ‘Europe’ were much more complicated. We may con-
clude, especially from the 1962 statistical survey on European agricultural 
trade, that Europe’s post-Second World War malnutrition enemy was beaten 
not by the new international cold chains constructed in the 1950s, but by 
national ones – although international food chains certainly gained in 
prominence later on. By 1960 national cold chains still constituted the grav-
ity points in Europe’s transnational cold chains, while linkages between 
them were relatively weak. We may also conclude that, if international infra-
structure did not initially create European diets of variety and abundance, 
the reverse relationship can be documented: visions of a healthy European 
diet inspired and helped shape cross-border European food infrastructure, 
in particular the construction of an international cold chain.

This chapter took a particular organization – the UN ECE – as a privi-
leged research entry. If historiography is about drawing conclusions from 
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well-defined sources, the present study demonstrated that investigating this 
organization as a food system-builder brings into view a number of food–
infrastructure–Europe mediations on a pan-continental scale. For instance, 
at the discursive level the UN ECE incessantly promoted the notion of 
‘all of Europe’, in this case by posing a pan-continentally integrated food 
economy as the solution to the endemic malnutrition problem of the late 
1940s. According to several UN historians, keeping this broad notion of 
Europe alive in severely adverse times of nationalism and Cold War tensions, 
when ‘Europe’ was increasingly equated with states in Western Europe, may 
have been a major contribution to the course of contemporary European 
 history.77 Furthermore, at a practical level this research strategy made vis-
ible how an array of international organizations collaborated on interna-
tional cold chains. The role of international organizations in food supply has 
regularly been criticized for overlap and redundancy, poor exploitation of 
complementarities, bureaucracy, and lack of power and impact.78 Yet it was 
precisely the overlapping effort of multiple organizations that produced the 
context in which international cold chain-building was possible, rather than 
a single strong organization such as the EEC. Third, this research strategy 
provided at least some insights into the negotiated and uneven character of 
this system-building effort. As a weak yet centrally positioned agency, the 
UN ECE monitored and articulated who was in and who was out. It observed 
a group of front-runners, including major food exporting countries from 
North-Western Europe plus Italy, which stood to gain economically from 
increased food trade. Southern and Eastern European countries joined later, 
if at all. Fourth and finally, UN ECE data gathering and analysis allowed us to 
find ‘Europe’ in food flows by 1960, revealing a transnational configuration 
of cold chains with gravity points in national food systems, clear Cold War 
features, and notable impacts of transatlantic and post-colonial relations.

Other features of Europe’s emerging transnational food system were not 
found in the selected sources. Though a qualified pan-European observer, 
the UN ECE typically missed those voices not represented in the organiza-
tion, such as nations without a state (Catalonia or Cold War Slovakia) or 
social groups with low political representation. A transnational European 
history of food and infrastructure should certainly be aware of such cat-
egories, which merit further investigation. Still, this chapter demonstrated 
how a research focus on pan-European organizations such as the UN ECE 
can bring into view a much broader picture of European food infrastructure 
integration and fragmentation than has hitherto been the case in existing 
national comparative studies.
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Brepols 2005); and Oddy and Petráňová (eds), The diffusion of food culture in 
Europe (Prague: Academia 2005). Beyond Europe the nation-centred framework 
of analysis is also dominant, for example Warren Belasco and Philip Scranton 
(eds), Food nations. Selling taste in consumer societies (New York: Routledge 2002).

12. Anneke Van Otterloo, ‘Fast food and slow food. The fastening food chain and 
recurrent countertrends in Europe and the Netherlands (1890–1990)’, in Sarasúa 
et al., Land, shops and kitchens, pp. 255–77, takes one single country as a model for 
‘Europe’. A. Lynn Martin, ‘Old people, alcohol and identity in Europe 1300–1700’, 
in Scholliers, Food, drink and identity, pp. 119–37, takes three countries. Adel den 



174 Erik van der Vleuten

Hartog, ‘Technological innovations and eating out as a mass phenomenon in 
Europe: a preamble’, in Jacobs and Scholliers, Eating out, pp. 265–80, makes a 
larger but still exclusively Western European selection.

13. For further discussion and references see Erik van der Vleuten, ‘Toward a 
Transnational History of Technology’, Technology & Culture 49 (2008), pp. 974–94. 
See also the introduction to this volume.

14. Carmen Sarasúa and Peter Scholliers, ‘The rise of a food market in European 
history’ in Sarasúa et al., Land, shops and kitchens, pp. 13–29; Van Otterloo, ‘Fast 
food’.

15. The concept is thus much older than often assumed: Roger Thévenot, A history of 
refrigeration throughout the world (Paris: IIR 1979), pp. 105–6.

16. Explicitly in Erik van der Vleuten, ‘In search of the Networked Nation’, European 
Review of History 10 (2003), pp. 59–78. Compare Barbara Orland, ‘Milky ways. 
Dairy, landscape and nation building until 1930’, in Sarasúa, Scholliers and Van 
Molle Land, shops and Kitchens, pp. 212–54; Shane Hamilton, ‘Trucking country: 
Food politics and the transformation of rural life in postwar America’, Enterprise 
& Society 7 (2006), pp. 666–74.

17. Van der Vleuten, ‘In search of the Networked Nation’. Inspired by Ingo Braun, 
‘Geflügelte Saurier. Zur intersystemische vernetzung grosser technische Netze’ 
in Ingo Braun and Bernward Joerges (eds) Technik ohne Grenzen (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp 1994), pp. 446–500.

18. ‘Institutional uses’ here refers to the dictionary meaning of formal, real organi-
zation structures (as opposed to informal institutions) that structure social order, 
possess a social purpose and permanence, and transcend the individual level. It 
adds to a large literature on the uses of technology that predominantly studies 
individual end-users and their representing organizations. Van der Vleuten, ‘In 
Search of the Networked Nation.’

19. This form of transnational history is contrasted with other forms (cross-border 
studies and international organization studies) in Van der Vleuten, ‘Towards a 
transnational history of technology.’ Another example from infrastructure his-
tory is Van der Vleuten et al., ‘Europe’s system builders.’

20. Ezekiel (FAO) to Doré (FAO), 5 February 1948. UNECE archives (Palais des 
Nations, Geneva), G.IX 13/5/2 box 1337 index 3352.

21. Inland Transport Committee, ‘Transport of perishable foodstuffs. Resolution 
No. 18’ (6 February 1948, restricted document E/ECE/TRANS/64). UNECE 
archives, G.IX 13/5/1/1 box 1337 index 3323.

22. David Wightman, ‘East-West cooperation and the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe’, International Organization 11(1) (1957), pp. 1–12, 
on p. 1.

23. For a survey see David Wightman, Economic Co-Operation in Europe. A study of the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (London: Stevens & Sons 1956); 
Jean Siotis, ECE in the emerging European system (New York: Carnegie endowment 
for international peace 1967); ECE, ECE, The first ten years 1947–1957 (Geneva: 
United Nations 1957); ECE, Fifteen years of activity of the Economic Commission for 
Europe 1947–1962 (New York: United Nations 1964). For a sceptical view see Brian 
Tew, ‘Economic co-operation in Europe’, The economic journal 67(265) (1957), 
pp. 110–11.

24. ECE Secretariat, ‘Note on short-term problems raised by the transport of perish-
able foodstuffs’ (20 February 1948), sent as annex to request to governments 
concerned. The replies were analysed in ECE Secretariat, ‘Transport of perishable 



‘Feeding the Peoples of Europe’ 175

foodstuffs. Note by the Secretariat’ (28 April 1948, restricted document E/ECE/
Trans/85). UNECE archives, GIX 13/5/1/1 box 1337 index 3323.

25. Food and Agriculture Organization, European programmes of agricultural recon-
struction and development (Washington: FAO 1948), p. 5.

26. Ibid., annex 2, p. 2.
27. ECE Secretariat, ‘Survey on transport of perishable foodstuffs’, chapter II, p. 1.
28. J.M. Latsky, ‘The nutritional importance of perishable foods’, in ECE ‘Survey on 

transport of perishable foodstuffs’, Annex 2 B.
29. ECE Secretariat, ‘Survey on transport of perishable foodstuffs’, annex 2, p. 1.
30. Ibid., annex 2A.
31. Ibid., annex 2, p. 2.
32. Yves Berthelot, ‘Unity and diversity of development: The regional commissions’ 

experience’ in Bethelot (ed.) Unity and diversity in development ideas, pp. 1–50.
33. Jean Siotis, ‘The secretariat of the United Nations Economic Commission for 

Europe and European economic integration: the first ten years’, International 
Organization 19(2) (1965), pp. 177–202.

34. Incidentally, trade made up a minor part of supply. For instance, fish trade made 
up some 20 per cent of fish supply. Calculated on the basis of fishing totals of 
4,326 thousand metric tons in Nils Jangaard, ‘Preliminary statement by FAO fish-
eries division regional office for Europe on European fisheries’ interests in the 
inter-European transport question’ (March 1948). UNECE archives, GIX/13/5/2 
box 1337 index 3352.

35. ECE Secretariat, ‘Survey on transport of perishable foodstuffs’, Preface and sum-
mary, p. 3.

36. Ibid., chapters IV and V and annexes 4, 4A, 5 and 5A.
37. Ibid., Preface and summary, p. 4. For the following see particularly chapter VII.
38.  ‘Miscellaneous notes on the refrigerator chain’, ibid., annex 7, p. 1.
39. ECE Secretariat, ‘Survey on transport of perishable foodstuffs’, chapter I, p. 1.
40. Historians in the UN Intellectual History Project count producing and propagat-

ing such ideas among the most important UN contributions to development: 
for example Louis Emmerij, Richard Jolly and Thomas G. Weiss, ‘Economic and 
social thinking at the UN in historical perspective’, Development and change 36(2) 
(2005), pp. 211–35.

41. Hughes, Networks of power.
42. Working party on the Transport of Perishable Foodstuffs, ‘report by the work-

ing party on its first session’ (11 June 1949. Restricted document E/ECE/Trans/
WP.11/3). UNECE archives, G.IX 13/5/2/2 box 1342 index 6688.

43. Nils Jangaard (FAO), ‘Statement on trade and transport of fishery products in 
Europe’ (not dated; early 1948). UNECE archives, G.IX 13/5/2 box 1337 index 3352.

44. See session reports 1949–60 in Working Party on the Transport of Perishable 
Foodstuffs, UNECE archives, G.IX 13/5/2/2 box 1342 index 6688.

45. ECE Secretariat, ‘Review of progress made in other studies initated by the 
working party or by its sub-groups’ (31 May 1950, restricted document TRANS/
WP11/14) and ‘Review of the Working Party’s programme and of the possibility 
of concentrating the studies at present in progress’ (18 April 1951, Restricted 
document TRANS/WP11/32). UNECE archives, G.IX 13/5/2/2 box 1342 index 
6688.

46. International Chamber of Commerce, International transport of Perishable 
Foodstuffs. ICC Brochure no. 149 (Paris: ICC 1951). Thanks to Frank Schipper for 
providing this document.



176 Erik van der Vleuten

47. ‘Report by the Working party on its third (special) session’ (30 June 1950, 
restricted document E/ECE/TRANS/225). Ibid., Index 6688. ‘Elimination of, 
or reduction in, delays at frontiers’ (5 April 1951; restricted document TRANS/
WP11/28), Ibid. Index 6688. International Convention to Facilitate the Crossing of 
Frontiers for Goods carried by Rail (UNECE: Geneva 10 January 1952).

48. UNECE, TIR Handbook (New York/Geneva: United Nations 2002). For Conventions 
and signatory lists see www.unece.org/trans/conventn/legalinst.html (accessed 
21 April 2007).

49. For the troubled early history of this committee see Wightman (1956), pp. 144–53. 
See also ECE, Fifteen years, pp. 40–5.

50. ECE, Fifteen years, p. 44.
51. For example, ‘Recommendations concerning the standardization of packaging 

for fruits and vegetables grown in Europe ...’, annex to ‘Report by the Working 
party on its fourth session’ (23 May 1951, Restricted document E/ECE/
TRANS/278).

52. Agreement on the International Carriage of Perishable Foodstuffs and on the Special 
Equipment to be Used for such Carriage (ATP) (New York/Geneva: United Nations 
1976); Agreement on the International Carriage of Perishable Foodstuffs and on the 
Special Equipment to be Used for such Carriage (ATP) as amended on 7 November 
2003. ECE/TRANS/165 (New York/Geneva: United Nations 2003), pp. 73, 81.

53. ‘Report of the first meeting’, p. 14 ff.
54. ‘Report of the Working Party on its seventh session’ (2 April 1953, restricted 

document TRANS/WP11/84), ibid. Index 6688, p. 8.
55. Transfrigoroute Europe (Brochure, Basel, no date, presumably late 1950s). UNECE 

archives, G. IX 13/5/2/11 Box 1345 Index 13106.
56. Beatrice Rohen, 50 years of Transfrigoroute International. A retrospective of the early 

years and the most important developments (Bern: 2005); Statutes 29 June 2005, 
available on www.transfrigo.com (accessed 25 February 2009).

57. Compare Van der Vleuten et al., ‘Europe’s system builders.’
58. Myrdal, ‘Twenty years’, pp. 618–19.
59. For a survey see Erik van der Vleuten, ‘Institutional uses of infrastructures: 

a research strategy for studying European food chains. TIE working document 
no. 19’ (Eindhoven 2007), p. 11 ff. Available at www.tie-project.nl (accessed 1 
August 2008).

60. For the following see the individual session reports in ‘Transport of perishable 
foodstuffs. Working Party: Record of meetings and reports 1949–1960.’ UNECE 
archives, G. IX 13/5/2/2/ box 1342, index 1342.

61. The contracting parties to UNECE legal instruments are listed at http://www.
unece.org/trans/conventn/legalinst.html (accessed 25 February 2009).

62. General Agreement on economic regulations for international road transport and set of 
rules. Protocol relating to the adoption of annex C.1: Transport of perishable foodstuffs 
(Geneva, 1 July 1954). The British declined because regulation of road traffic 
would hamper, not stimulate, this form of transport. ‘Comment of her Majesty’s 
Government on the draft annex C.1 ...’ (3 June 1954). UNECE archives, G.IX 
13/5/2/12 Index 16031.

63. ‘Report of the Working Party on its eighth session’ (11 March 1954, restricted 
document TRANS/135). ‘Draft report of the working party on its eleventh ses-
sion’ (14 June 1956, restricted document TRANS/WP11/Conf.Room Doc 3).

64. Czechoslovakia 1982; Poland 1983; Hungary 1987; Rumania 1999. Agreement on 
the International Carriage of Perishable Foodstuffs and on the Special Equipment to be 
Used for such Carriage (ATP) (New York/Geneva: United Nations 1976).



‘Feeding the Peoples of Europe’ 177

65. ‘Report of the first meeting’, p. 14 ff.
66. Ibid., p. 17.
67. ‘Intra-European list of customs offices en route at which TRANSFRIGOROUTE 

requests priority clearance and frontier checking of special vehicles’, annex to 
ECE, ‘Difficulties encountered’.

68. ‘Granting of facilities to “Transfrigoroute Europe” vehicles. Note by the 
Secretariat’ (21 November 1956, restricted document W/TRANS/230). UNECE 
archives, 13/5/2/11 Box 1345 Index 13106.

69. Ibid., p. 3.
70. ECE, ‘Difficulties encountered by “Transfrigoroute” vehicles at frontiers. Note by 

the Secretariat’ (28 February 1957, restricted document TRANS/WP30/Conf.Room 
Doc. 19), p. 2; compare ‘Transfrigoroute. Communication from the International 
Road Transport Union’ (14 May 1956, restricted document W/Trans/WP11/65). 
UNECE archives, index 16031.

71. ‘Difficulties encountered at frontiers by road vehicles transporting perishable 
foodstuffs’ (15 October 1957, restricted document W/TRANS/WP30/82). UNECE 
archives, ibid.

72. ECE, Ten years of agricultural trade in Europe 1951–1960 (United Nations: Geneva 
1962). The following data are taken from this report unless otherwise noted.

73. Ibid., p. 4.
74. Ibid., p. 5.
75. Ibid., pp. 15–16.
76. Ibid., p. 13.
77. Berthelot (ed.), Unity and diversity; Emmerij et al., ‘Economic and social thinking 

at the UN.’
78. For a discussion see Raymond Hopkins and Donald Puchala, ‘Perspectives on the 

international relations of food’, International Organization 32(3) (1978), pp. 581–616, 
on p. 610.



178

Biography 4: Mobilizing Europe’s 
Capital
Frank Schipper

There have always been those who thought Europe would best be governed 
by uniting Eurocrats in splendid isolation. The correspondence of Paul 
Hoffman, Administrator of the Economic Cooperation Administration steer-
ing the Marshall Plan for European reconstruction, contains a letter claim-
ing ‘Europe needs a Canberra center, viz. a place where people from all states 
of Europe would live together all the year round in order TO STUDY how to 
further international connections.’ A loan of 1 million dollars would allow 
constructing the right place; the author suggested Corsica as an adequate 
choice. Yet often proposals for housing Europe’s decision-making institu-
tions concerned urban settings rather than marginal outposts. Becoming 
the residence for such organizations had a profound impact on the fabric of 
urban infrastructures and simultaneously gave occasion to a discussion on 
connections between the would-be capital and its continental hinterland.

If people were asked to identify the capital of Europe today, it is increas-
ingly likely they would pick Brussels as their answer. The EU’s complex spa-
tial set-up with dispersed capital functions concentrated in Luxembourg 
and Strasbourg and countless agencies scattered around the continent not-
withstanding, the Belgian capital seems to be emerging victorious out of a 
hard-fought competition among several contenders. In the beauty contest 
among the various candidate capitals of the 1950s, being a ‘node’ enhanced 
the chances of being chosen. Maps displaying the excellent air or railway 
links supported the bids of Nice, Strasbourg and Stresa. The massive public 
works projects preparing Brussels for the Expo ‘58, including major road 
works and the improvement of Zaventem airport, supported the Belgian 
ambition to host the European organizations.

In many ways, Geneva was Brussels’ predecessor in the period prior to the 
Second World War. Infrastructural connections from and to Geneva were a 
primary concern for the League of Nations Secretariat and its various technical 
committees. In November 1924 Athanase Politis, vice-chair of the subcommit-
tee for transport by rail, reported on his participation in the European confer-
ence on timetables in Naples. The subcommittee members had condemned 
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existing connections as ‘inadequate’ and ‘inconvenient’. In Naples Politis 
therefore urged the delegates of the railway administrations to improve rail-
road services between Geneva and the ‘principal capitals of Europe’ to facili-
tate the arrival and departure of those who came to Geneva ‘to place at the 
disposal of the world their knowledge and experience’. Although infrastruc-
tural connections gradually improved over the years, the city of peace was by 
no means placed ‘on an entirely equal footing with the great capitals’.

The main function of the League being the maintenance of peace world-
wide, communications with Geneva under exceptional circumstances in 
‘times of emergency’ acquired special importance. In 1925 the League had 
expressly stated that member states were obliged ‘to do all in their power 
to facilitate communications with the League in every form’ during a cri-
sis. The League’s Committee for Communications and Transit subsequently 
received instructions in 1927 to examine the subject. (Radio-)telegraphic 
connections in particular would enable the Council, the League’s supreme 
decision-making body, to ‘collect opinions forthwith’ and ‘put forward 
suggestions’. In February 1932 the League put a wireless station into use 
at Prangins in the environs of Geneva. It enabled communications as far 
as Argentina and Australia. Next to telecommunications, transport aspects 
were worth considering as well. Special measures were formulated for all 
modes of transport. As soon as the normal diplomatic machinery of inter-
national relations broke down, road vehicles in the service of the League 
should bear distinctive identification marks like a flag or an S.d.N. (Societé 
des Nations) plate. All details on their itinerary should be swiftly commu-
nicated to the governments of the states to be traversed. The same applied 
to aircraft using the facilities of the improved aerodrome near the League’s 
premises. Geneva’s connective capabilities would thus ensure that the 
Secretariat would optimally keep pace with developments and allow the 
League to strive for a solution to any conflict that flared up.

Infrastructures even had a quality that allowed overcoming the contin-
uing squabbles over which city to choose as a European capital. A 1972 
Council of Europe report declared it would be artificial to pick a single city 
as a capital and warned against the ‘dangerous tendency towards centrali-
sation and concentration’. In its stead, a committee chaired by Mr Radius 
promoted the creation of ‘Europolis’, a polycentric capital for the Europe 
of tomorrow. A high-speed intercity link called ‘Eurometro’ would join 
Brussels, Luxembourg, Strasbourg, Basle and Geneva in a polynuclear con-
urbation. Eurometro’s cutting-edge air cushion technology would turn the 
Brussels–Geneva corridor into a vanguard macropolis. At a speed of 350 kil-
ometres per hour, the new infrastructure would shrink the overland journey 
to a trip of just 2 hours and 10 minutes, allowing a 2-minute stop at every 
station. It would finally ‘put an end to the pointless disputes concerning 
“the Capital” of Europe’.
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6
Eurocheque: Creating a ‘Common 
Currency’ European Infrastructure for 
the Cashless Mass Payments System
Barbara Bonhage

Introduction

This contribution is concerned with the Eurocheque, an instrument of the 
European mass payments system for cashless payment that was in use during 
the last three decades of the twentieth century. European banks introduced 
the Eurocheque in the late 1960s as a national as well as an international 
(as the name suggests, European) payments instrument. During this decade 
many banks fostered cashless payment methods in the hope of reducing 
overall payment costs.

Starting in 1968, Eurocheque could be used in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
the Federal Republic of Germany, Finland, France, Great Britain, Italy, 
Ireland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, the Netherlands, Norway, 
San Marino, Sweden, Switzerland and Spain. At the height of its diffusion 
in 1998, forty-six countries participated in the Eurocheque system – need-
less to say some of them were beyond the boundaries of most definitions 
of ‘Europe’, and certainly outside the European Union and its predecessors. 
Among participating countries, many were Eastern European, countries of 
the Middle East and Maghreb countries. In December 2001, thirty-three 
years after its introduction, the paper-based history of the Eurocheque came 
to an end. The cheque was no longer accepted as an international payments 
instrument; however, it is still used in some countries as a national cashless 
payments method.

The fundamental precondition for using Eurocheque was having an 
active bank account. Anyone who had an account could buy Eurocheques 
at his or her bank and exchange them against cash in a foreign country at 
the counter of a bank participating in the system. Thus, businesspeople as 
well as tourists could cover their current needs in cash during a journey in 
Europe without actually taking cash along. In many European countries 
during the 1960s banks also introduced the possibility of cashless wage and 
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salary payment. Many salaried and waged employees subsequently disposed 
over a transactions account, which enabled them to carry out cashless pay-
ment, either by the means of a cheque or over the public giro system. With 
this development during the 1960s, many European banks entered the field 
of retail banking.

This chapter shows that the Eurocheque’s actual success was paradoxi-
cally its demise during the 1980s and 1990s. In this phase, Eurocheque in 
its original paper-based form was replaced step by step by other, increasingly 
computer-aided payment instruments in the mass payments sector. To trace 
the social and technological changes connected to this development, three 
mutually interwoven layers of analysis will lead me through my investiga-
tions: first, the institutional emergence of a new payments infrastructure; 
second, the Europeanness of the system; and third, the role attributed to the 
USA as both a technological leader and a cultural challenger.

1. The payments infrastructure: We can best begin an analysis of technologi-
cal change in the payments infrastructure with a brief sketch of general 
trends in cash-based payment systems. Since the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, payment systems were slowly complemented by cashless pay-
ment methods. Cashless payments were at first based on paper, but from 
the 1970s were based more and more on electronics. Cash-based payment 
methods in Europe were originally effected as a public service executed in 
most countries by the national post, telegraph and telephone companies 
(PTTs). Cashless, electronic payments, by contrast, were carried out later by 
private companies as a private service through banks.

2. European framework and the Swiss perspective: With the name ‘Eurocheque’ 
the infrastructure considered came about in an explicitly European context. 
However, the term does not refer to a positively defined political, geographi-
cal, economic, cultural or other notion of Europe. Upon closer examination, 
the ‘Euro’ in ‘Eurocheque’ is a negative definition, which means ‘not-Ameri-
can’. Looking at the case from the Swiss perspective demonstrates this aspect 
quite well: Switzerland was one of the leading countries in so far as infra-
structural development is concerned, but at the same time never belonged 
to the EU politically, and only partially economically. The infrastructure 
thus developed totally decoupled from the political process of unification, 
but includes different aspects of social and cultural affiliation.

3. The USA as role model and object of delineation: The leading force for 
establishing a European cashless payments method was developments in 
the USA in a technological as well as a cultural dimension. The aim of the 
Eurocheque infrastructure was to offer a European version of cashless pay-
ment methods, which would keep mostly credit card-based American sys-
tems from entering the market. At the same time, American technological 
developments were thoroughly observed in order to catch any opportunity 
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of using promising electronic technologies developed in the US. European 
banks were very eager to keep up with overseas developments.

Cashless payment means in Europe and in the USA

During the 1960s payment habits and payment options for the general 
public in Europe were quite different from those in the USA. Cashless 
salary payment to employees by cheque was common outside Europe, 
though employees did not necessarily dispose over a banking account. In 
most parts of Europe, the pay packet was the prevailing vessel for salary 
and wages payment. The cheque was known in principle, of course, long 
before the introduction of the Eurocheque. In France and Great Britain – 
the so-called cheque countries – it was actually quite common. In contrast, 
in Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden – the so-called giro 
countries – cheques circulated, but played a relatively minor role. Still, eve-
rywhere in Europe most people used cash almost exclusively for everyday 
payments. Salary and wages were paid in cash. Rents and bills were paid in 
at the post offices. Cashless payments only played a role in the institutional 
sector. They were used for transactions between banks, between the PTTs 
and banks or the central banks. In the mass payments sector, that is, pay-
ments for the public, cashless transactions were used rarely or – as for exam-
ple in Switzerland before the 1960s – not at all.

During the 1960s, European banks began to assure themselves of the fact 
that cashless payments needed to be developed for the broader public as 
well. One by one they entered the so-called retail banking business, deal-
ing with the smallest amounts of income and fortune. The banks hoped 
that this would generate an inflow of assets on their liabilities side, which 
certainly would be able to stimulate their credit business. All of the par-
ticipating banking institutions agreed to foster cashless payments methods 
because they generally assumed that this would reduce overall payment 
costs. Investigations in Switzerland showed that during the 1970s expenses 
in the mass payments sector represented 1 to 2% of the gross national 
 product.1 On top of that, it was to be expected at the beginning of the 1980s 
that costs in the payments systems would rise in all European countries 
annually by 7 to 10%.2 If the population could be brought to make more of 
their common payments on a cashless basis, they assumed, costs in the pay-
ments sector would rise much more slowly.

It is important to note that cashless payment with Eurocheque was based 
technologically on the exchange of records made of paper, not of infor-
mation available electronically. The administration of the records required 
almost endless manual labour. The idea of a remotely controlled electronic 
data processing system for cashless payments did emerge around this time, 
but not in Europe. In the USA, bankers were very excited about the possibili-
ties of electronics for the payments infrastructure. They started to imagine 
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a payments system based principally on electronic data transfer. Even if 
they were still far away from implementing this kind of system, excerpts 
from American branch magazines show that bankers imagined that elec-
tronic funds transfer systems would soon arrive. Dale L. Reistad, for exam-
ple, deputy manager of the American Bankers Association (ABA), stated in 
1967 that all paper would be replaced by ‘terminals, communication links, 
computers, and related technologies in a system based on electronic fund 
transfers’ as early as 1980. The explicitly declared aim of the ‘Chequeless 
Society Committee’ of the ABA was the total substitution of cheques and 
cash by the use of new funds transfer systems, based on digital information 
and communication technologies.3 The technological means would radi-
cally alter the banking business and the payment habits of the people:

Joe Smith is travelling and needs some ready cash. He goes into a bank 
and presents an identification card (the only card he has to carry) to 
a teller, who puts the card into a terminal box. A green light appears. 
The teller punches a few buttons and hands Joe his money. Joe signs 
a receipt. Joe is not worried about the size of the balance in his bank 
account back home because the day before was payday, and his employer 
passed the funds through the wire transfer system to his bank. Joe also 
knows his money is ‘good’ money. Even if his wife has been drawing on 
their joint account, the bank (through a loan agreement) guarantees to 
place the necessary funds at his disposal. [ ... ] Every few days Joe takes his 
machine-readable bills to a pay station on the corner. He calls the central 
computer exchange and inserts his identification card into a slot. A veri-
fication voice acknowledges him. One by one he drops in his bills, and 
the voice repeats instructions until the last bill has been processed.4

Robert Kramer and Putnam Livingston, working for Bankers Trust 
Company, were also convinced in the 1960s that the state of the art in tech-
nological development would allow these kinds of systems to be introduced 
in the financial sector. They saw questions of how to finance the systems, 
how to educate people to use them, and how to market them as the remain-
ing issues to be resolved.5 The idea of a ‘paperless’, ‘chequeless’ or ‘cashless’ 
society was ubiquitous in the USA during the 1960s. However, the transition 
from cash and paper-based transactions to digital data transfer of funds in 
the US lasted almost as long as in Europe. Only at the beginning of the 
1980s did the first digital systems in customer-oriented banking services 
become operational.6 Nowhere did the full substitution of cash occur, nor 
has it to this day.

Even if the American ideas of the 1960s were far from being realized, 
however, they were quite significant for the intense pressure they placed 
on European bankers. They felt they were in an inferior position given 
the technological possibilities of the time. However, European conditions 
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differed fundamentally from the American ones. On the old continent pay-
ment infrastructures had been built up across numerous small markets with 
different currencies. European banks did not principally focus on electroni-
cally based systems but saw two possibilities for fostering cashless payment 
practices for the public: offering transaction accounts and fostering giro 
payment methods on the one hand and promoting cheques as a means 
of payment on the other. Both methods would internationalize payment 
methods by using already available channels for the exchange of records, 
above all the public postal service.

In Switzerland it was known in 1962 that banks and the PTT together 
handled 350 billion francs in the cashless mass payments sector. This total 
amount could be raised, along with the share of it going to the banks, by 
increasing the use of cheques. Banks hoped that the costs for the handling 
of cash-based payments – in particular security measurements – would thus 
diminish remarkably. Therefore, the Swiss Bankers Association (SBA) decided 
in 1963 to campaign for cheque payments.7 A uniform national or Europe-
wide cheque system was not yet agreed upon, however. Banks were simply 
asked to increase the number of their existing cheques that they issued. 
With regard to their principal aim of fostering cashless payment methods, 
it seems that European bankers often referred to the American practices as 
a role model, often without really knowing what their system was. They 
stated that cashless payments were quite common in the US. ‘It principally 
is accomplished weekly and most of all by the cheque, the cashless means 
of payment used there almost exclusively.’8 Despite the common use of 
cheques in the US, many elements of the US system differed fundamentally 
from the European impression of it. Indeed, it is striking how little atten-
tion the bankers gave to these discrepancies while repeatedly taking the 
American system as a role model. In the US, for example, an account rela-
tionship with a bank was not necessary to be able to make use of a cheque. 
In Europe, the promotion of cashless payment methods went hand in hand 
with the promotion of private bank accounts for everyone.

In Germany the promotion of cashless wage and salary payments started 
during the 1950s. Larger industrial companies agreed with banks upon 
cashless salary payment.9 At first, banks met the industrial initiatives with 
scepticism. Even if they were ready to foster cashless payments, they were 
afraid of the surplus work of serving their new clients and dealing with the 
masses of records that would result from introducing transaction accounts 
for people with low income and savings. Nevertheless, they welcomed the 
surplus of money to be worked with in their credit business. At first only a 
few banks were ready to work together with the industries. Over the course 
of the 1960s, however, so many banks had dared to enter the retail banking 
that the rest began to fight for their share of the market.

Between 1969 and 1971 most of the banks in Switzerland introduced 
transaction accounts.10 Compared with other Western European countries, 
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this step was belated by 5 to 10 years. In any event, wages and salary pay-
ment through a bank account instead of in a pay packet grew common all 
over Europe within only a decade. In 1978 in Switzerland 40% of the work-
ing population got their salaries by a cashless transfer to an account.11 Only 
four years later, in 1982, they were the majority.12 It was this rise in private 
bank accounts that facilitated access to the Eurocheque, the new European 
cashless means of payment for private individuals.

As it had been in promoting cheques, America was also considered a role 
model with the introduction of the transaction accounts, even if, again, 
many things were quite different. The industries stated that, with a transac-
tions account, ‘a transfer of functions from other branches to the appropri-
ate economic sectors, in effect the banks, occurs. [ ... ] In the USA operational 
side functions have long since been factored out and made independent.’13 

The success of the American economy, which was generally explained by 
the reduction of industries to their core competences, played an important 
role in expanding cashless payment means during the 1970s in Europe.

Not only in Switzerland, but in other European countries as well, in the 
early 1980s bringing the masses into the banking system was achieved by 
widespread opening up of transfer accounts. ‘In competing for deposits, the 
banks in all countries succeeded in greatly increasing the banking habit. In 
the main industrialized countries there are now only small percentages of 
the population who have no form of account relationship with a bank and 
in most cases a majority of the population now has access to and uses the 
non-cash payment services provided.’14 The Eurocheque system, founded 
in 1968, was part of these new cashless payment methods promoted by the 
banks. It was subject to the same technological and social possibilities, as 
well as restrictions, as other cashless payment means. Critics had always 
warned that introducing Eurocheque would generate an overwhelming 
flood of paper. This Cassandra’s call came all too true, as will be shown 
further on. Hope was placed on the American electronically supported sys-
tems, which, it was said, would run peerlessly.15 This concept of the exist-
ence of a progressive and electronic American payments system was typical 
of European perceptions but did not correspond with reality. Rather, it was 
part of a European methodization of American developments during the 
1960s and 1970s.

Eurocheque, regional mobility and credit cards

European bankers not only took American developments in the mass pay-
ments sector as a role model, they also perceived them as a threat to their 
own market. Many believed that American systems were further developed 
technologically. ‘The technological backwardness of Europe reveals itself 
most alarmingly in the field of computers [ ... ]. As far as computers are con-
cerned, the state of not being able any more to catch up could be reached at 
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any moment. [ ... ] With the computers one can see if Europe is still alive!’16 
In the field of payments, the feeling of backwardness was expressed repeat-
edly, particularly in reference to the credit card. Many European banks 
insinuated that these systems were running on an electronic basis during 
the 1970s. Thus, in further developing the Eurocheque system, European 
bankers during the 1970s tried to protect the European market against 
American influences, especially credit card companies. They assumed that 
in Europe, as was the case in the USA, non-banks active in this field would 
also enter the consumer credit business.

With this in mind, European banks observed the development of American 
credit card systems during the 1960s carefully. To the banks, it seemed obvi-
ous that American companies would attempt to expand especially into 
the travel and entertainment sector. The 1960s and 1970s in Europe were 
marked by booming regional mobility. Not only tourism but business trav-
elling also increased during this time of intensive economic growth. ‘The 
object of America’s interest is the change of the European market into a 
typical leisure time market. Travelling nowadays is a basic need; the increas-
ing regional mobility resulting from it leads to higher travel expenses and 
this in turn reinforces the demand on payment services.’17 This imagined 
change of everyday habits made the perception of an American threat even 
more justified. On top of that, the bankers knew that the revenues from the 
credit card business in the States had begun to stagnate. To the European 
banks, it seemed obvious that American companies would enlarge their 
radius of action to Europe to profit from further economies of scale and 
to diminish transaction costs. Given the American threat and the small 
national markets, co-operation between European countries became more 
and more significant. In addition, European bankers assumed that business 
and tourism travelling would be rather limited to the continent of Europe 
for the foreseeable future. A system that was applicable worldwide, or co-
operation with American institutions, thus did not seem necessary.18 At the 
same time, high development costs for electronic applications did demand 
a common European solution to get to a cross-border payments system. 
Several concurring systems in Europe were to be avoided at all costs.19

The Eurocheque system, together with the masses of transaction accounts 
in the hands of banks, proved to be an important milestone for further 
developments in a common European mass payments system. These hap-
pened in strict delineation to the concurring American credit card institu-
tions. The European banks, therefore, agreed in 1972 to issue a standardized 
guarantee card for Eurocheque keepers. With this card a bank that had 
issued Eurocheques to a certain customer guaranteed that this client was 
creditworthy. Together with the guarantee card, the Eurocheque could now 
be used in any participating bank like a credit card.20 It was accepted by all 
the banks involved in the Eurocheque system. Existing national experiences 
in several countries facilitated a fast introduction of the European guarantee 
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card. Some countries already disposed of a nationally applicable guarantee 
card to be combined with locally used cheques. In Switzerland, for exam-
ple, a uniform guarantee card of all Swiss banks had been circulating since 
1969.21 As with the European guarantee card three years later, it aimed at 
fostering cashless payment and at increasing acceptance of the cheque.22

However, not only the Eurocheque system benefited from experiences 
made on a national level. On the flip side, the existing national systems also 
profited from the standardization that occurred through the Eurocheque 
system. A similar Swiss guarantee card, which circulated in addition to the 
so-called Swiss Cheque, could now be used also in foreign countries and 
could be used in Switzerland instead of the Eurocheque card. All these cards 
could only be used with banks, and not yet at the point of sale of a retailer.23 

Over the course of the 1970s Swiss banks totally adapted their own Swiss 
Cheque system to the Eurocheque system. The Swiss Cheque and the Swiss 
guarantee card disappeared. Also in other countries national cheque systems 
stopped and were replaced by the internationally standardized Eurocheque 
system. In 1978 the community of the Eurocheque card holders all over 
Europe counted 28 million individuals. Meanwhile, thirty-nine European 
and Mediterranean countries participated in the system.

Step by step, these guarantee cards were enhanced not only organization-
ally but also technically. The magnetic strip added to the card, and agree-
ments with retailers, facilitated its use also in the retail branch. Moreover, it 
now could be used to withdraw cash at automated teller machines (ATMs). 
From 1975 on, in the Benelux countries, the Federal Republic of Germany, 
Finland, France, Great Britain, Ireland and Switzerland, tourists could pay in 
many stores and hotels with Eurocheque and the guarantee card.24 Thus, the 
Eurocheque system came more and more to resemble the American credit 
card systems. In contrast to the US system, however, it was meant to be used 
as a debit card. While credit cards enable cash or commodity supply over a 
credit system, with a debit card the needed amount is directly debited from 
the bank account without making any credit system effective. It was there-
fore the massive introduction of the transaction accounts opened up during 
the 1960s and 1970s that granted access to this new payments instrument 
to the masses of individual clients. At the same time, these accounts, com-
bined with the Eurocheque system, helped European banks to place them-
selves in a more advantageous position with regard to the American credit 
card institutions.

Supplementary to the Eurocheque and guarantee card system, European 
banks co-ordinated their efforts on another payment means to foster cash-
less transactions: they planned to create a European credit card. Already in 
1964, Eurocard International SA was founded in Brussels as a Swedish ini-
tiative. Only in the second half of the 1970s was the card issued, however. 
From 1978 on, more and more European banks associated themselves with 
the system. These banks issued national standardized credit cards to be used 



190 Barbara Bonhage

across the European borders. The credit card enabled cashless shopping, 
payment in restaurants, and cashless payment for hotels and travel.25

Like the guarantee card and the Eurocheque, this European credit card 
system remained strictly in the possession of banks. Non-banking institu-
tions did not enter into competition in the sector: here as well, the declared 
aim was to block the introduction of any other payment card. Furthermore, 
as was underlined, the banks kept the responsibility for administration 
and control of cashless mass payments. Moreover, offering Eurocard and 
Eurocheque would continue to win clients for the bank agencies in the con-
sumer credit sector.26 With this as a welcome side effect, the broad network 
of agencies that was typical of the European banking system of this time 
would retain its traditional role.

With the creation of the European credit card, the demarcation against 
the American market was an important issue during its introduction. 
Many of the European bankers were convinced that American credit card 
 companies would be tempted to take over the Eurocard companies in the 
European countries. They believed US companies wanted to acquire the 
European market, abolish the cheque card system and replace it with credit 
cards, controlled from the USA.27 Dr Eckard van Hooven, president of the 
commission for retail banking of the German association of banks and 
member of the board of directors of the Deutsche Bank AG in Frankfurt, 
was convinced that European co-operation in the payments system for the 
public had to be reinforced. Only then would they be able to strengthen 
the debtor’s side of the credit institutes, together with the whole banking 
system, in the long run. The American temptation ‘to bias or even acquire 
large parts of the European consumer market’ seemed to him quite threat-
ening. Only through joint European co-operation could substantial annoy-
ances in the market be avoided. Either European credit institutions would 
become agents of sales for American credit card organizations or they would 
succeed in implementing a specifically European solution by designing a 
European payments system.28 He was convinced that ‘with the acquisition 
of Eurocard by European credit institutes, they could confront the endeav-
ours of the Americans in a sector for which a plastic card should be designed 
in Europe as well; a so-called T&E, Travel & Entertainment Card for glo-
bal travelling’.29 The bankers themselves argued constantly over whether 
Eurocard was indeed better able than the Eurocheque system to answer the 
American threat in the credit card sector – certainly coming from American 
Express, Diners Club or Visa.

To answer that question, representatives of the top management of 
European banks from Belgium, Denmark, France, Great Britain, Ireland, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland and the Federal Republic of Germany conjoined 
on 15 September 1978 into a ‘European Council for Payment Systems’. 
Eurocard, Hooven was convinced, should become ‘the core for a European 
credit card policy’. The Eurocheque system should be abolished step by step 
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in favour of a European credit card. On top of that, he pleaded foresight-
edly not only for European co-operation in the field of the Eurocheque and 
Eurocard, but also on the basis of planned ATMs.30

In 1978 the Federal Republic of Germany, Denmark, Switzerland, bank-
ing groups in Great Britain, France, Italy, Sweden and Spain were affili-
ated with the Eurocard system. The Benelux countries were preparing to 
take the same step. By going together in the Eurocard system, the guaran-
tee card and the Eurocheque system cashless payments systems – which 
became more and more popular – these countries were increasingly safe 
from the grasp of American businesses.

Frustration, self-service and networking

Even if, or indeed because, the spread of the Eurocheque system proved quite 
successful, at the beginning of the 1980s, this genuinely European system, 
based on the transfer of paper receipts, proved unprofitable. ‘Cashless trans-
action for banks is only profitable if the booking can be effectuated directly, 
which means not through paper-based intermediaries. Cheques have to be 
handled several times, signatures have to be checked, the post has to be 
bothered for transmission and other time consuming processes are repeated 
many times for a single transaction at different banks. And this quite often 
for small and smallest amounts. [ ... ] Eurocheque for the banks is, as it is 
used these days, a losing deal. The propaganda through the free distribution 
of Eurocheque cards and set forms was a failure.’31 Even if all commissions 
raised were counted, Eurocheque remained a losing deal due to the flood of 
paper. The bankers had not expected that the spread of the cheque would be 
as successful as it was. Thus, the related transaction costs had been underes-
timated. Another reason for financial failure was that the retailers and other 
companies in the service sectors quite willingly accepted Eurocheque, and 
thus contributed to its diffusion, but did not participate in the costs.32

Yet in 1978 Eckard van Hooven stated that Eurocheque was a system 
‘without equals in the world in terms of efficiency and cost effectiveness’.33 
By 1983 disillusion was evident, however. The Swiss National Bank referred 
to the cheque as the most expensive of any payment means in circulation. 
While they provided banks with a means to enter retail banking, cheques 
would not have any future as a common means of payment. A transitional 
solution would have to be found to reduce transaction costs.34 The endeav-
ours in Switzerland, as well as in other countries, aimed to stop dealing with 
the cheque by physically sending it around between banks, but instead to 
keep it at the bank where it was presented and transfer the data electroni-
cally. As stated above, such so-called cheque truncation was practised in 
other countries already.35

At the beginning of the 1980s methods of electronic data processing and 
transaction in the payments sector were not yet established as a matter of 
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course. In Switzerland, in fact, the first mainframe computers had been 
acquired already in 1953.36 At the end of the 1960s, when the Eurocheque 
system was introduced, computers managed accounts or dealt with inter-
nal administrative processes. During the 1970s computers were broadly 
used in banks, but their applications were quite restricted and clearly not 
designed for the payments sector. In this decade, transaction processes 
in the back offices were well automated, but they did not anticipate the 
capacity they would need for the flood of paper arising from the popular-
ity of Eurocheque. Machines for booking, punch card and sorter machines 
were used in the records administration and thus for the transactions with 
Eurocheque. So it is not astonishing that the cost of a records-based trans-
action during the 1980s ranged between 3.5 and 7 Swiss francs, depending 
on the calculation.37 For quite a long time banks could not help but regret 
that ‘the introduction of electronic data processing had not been able to 
revolutionize [ ... ] the organisation of the process of goods and services ren-
dered in the banking business as it was the case for the conveyor belt in the 
industries.’38 The technical infrastructures were in fact linked to a central 
computer; they did not function in a nationally networked system, how-
ever, let alone an internationally networked one. At the end of the 1970s it 
was thus clear that, with the technical applications then running, cashless 
mass payments system could not be dealt with. This was in spite of the fact 
that data processing technologies had experienced massive acceleration in 
the past. ‘During the 1950s electronics, which then meant a punched card 
system and printer, took two weeks to sort a messy card index of a million 
clients, during the 1960s with magnetic plate and cathode ray tube it took 
two hours and during the 1980s with a laser disk and liquid crystal display it 
will only be two minutes,’39 claimed the prognostics. Confronted with these 
problems, starting with the Eurocheque system in the 1970s, banks began to 
consider new forms of technical and social compatibilization. They started 
considering looking for ways, such as cheque truncation, for dealing with 
cashless payments on a paperless basis. Banks thus increasingly transferred 
data into a networked computer system. This was not only paralleled by a 
massive technological upgrade of the banks and an acceleration of transac-
tions, but also made the tellers, employed to serve the clients, dispensable. 
The clients should now help to reduce costs by participating in the process, 
that is, by filling in the records by themselves.

Credit Swiss, for example, wrote in a strategy paper of 1971 designed to 
enlarge data processing at the headquarters by 1973: ‘Clients should be edu-
cated as much as possible to fill in the number of their account or deposit 
on their orders. This surplus service of the clients will simplify the work of 
our controllers and relieve the computer system substantially.’40 A similar 
example can be found in UBS’s records, where they also saw in the contri-
bution of the clients the potential for rationalization. ‘Great efforts must 
be made to make the clients deliver standardized and completely filled out 
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records easy to process. Enforcing strict rules in contact with the clients 
is reasonable.’41 The idea of including clients in the data processing work 
pointed generally to a more rational process of records transaction.

The logic of including the clients, that is, making them participate 
directly in the process of data entering in the digitized systems, was part 
of the increasing self-service standards of the 1980s. Twenty years after 
having entered retail banking, banks now seemed to perceive in the para-
dox of approaching the clients with telecommunicative distance the key 
to their problem: ‘The bank at home – the most extreme form of client 
proximity!’42 This not only meant eventually introducing home banking, 
the administration of the account directly by the clients, but also cashless 
payment at the points of sale and future development of cash withdrawing 
at machines. In short: telecommunicative self-service and data entering 
by clients. The vision of the bankers reads: ‘Cash dispensers, ATMs, post-
terminals and maybe even one day the telephone at home in connection 
with the TV set will be the nerve-endings of an electronic transactions 
system, the arm of the credit business with the client prolonged in time 
and space.’43 Banks soon would produce new and more efficient services by 
means of telecommunication technologies as an offer to the masses: this 
was the euphoric idea, which was very similar to the euphoria of American 
banks during the 1960s.

The services in electronic data processing delivered by the clients could 
now be linked with new telecommunication equipment of the time in the 
form of self-service technologies. As Hooven had already pushed for in 1978, 
the broader introduction of ATMs was at stake. Given the distribution of 
the Eurocheque card, the banks aspired to a joint European system. The 
banks were aware that in creating such a system they would no longer foster 
cashless payments but cash-based transactions. However, given the costs 
in the Eurocheque system, it had become clear that cashless transactions 
could only be profitable if they were executed paperlessly by means of elec-
tronic data processing.44 The dream of a European cashless society still was 
not narrowed by taking a detour over cash-based transactions, effectuated 
through ATM services.

Only now, in the course of the 1980s, computers became the networked tel-
ecommunication machines of a self-serving consumer society. Eurocheque 
and Eurocard, given their broad distribution, had spurred this new compu-
ter-based way. With hindsight now the Eurocheque, which deemed likely  
drown in the paper jam of the 1970s, emerged as the adequate means to 
foster telecommunicative networking during the 1980s and 1990s. On the 
basis of the European payments system, this means that the co-operation for 
Eurocheque and Eurocard internationally also led to a co-operation in terms 
of the conditions for withdrawing cash at ATMs. In 1981 the Eurocheque 
assembly had decided to establish the precondition for internationally with-
drawing cash with the Eurocheque card at ATMs. Border crossing pilot tests 
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became possible from 1 June 1984. At the same time the establishment of 
a point-of-sales system (POS) effectuated with the Eurocheque card was 
envisioned. As on the national level, the establishment of these systems 
was slower than expected; first measurements into this direction could be 
effected only in 1988.45 This meant that in the early 1980s a redefinition of 
what had been the Eurocheque occurred. The much too expensive cheque 
transactions should be substituted by a debit card system. The way to a 
European cashless society again seemed to lead over an internationally net-
worked cash-based self-service system, which later, step by step, could be 
transformed increasingly into a cashless system.

As soon as 1999 the Eurocheque debit card was so well established that 
its function as a guarantee card could be stopped. ‘Because of dynamically 
increasing electronic debit functions at the POS and ATM and the decreasing 
importance of paper based Eurocheques the board of directors of Europay 
International decided on 22. April 1999 to suspend Eurocheque guarantee 
at the end of 2001.’ Existing cheques would count as normal cheques within 
the national legislation.46 Thus, in many countries the use of cheques was 
theoretically possible; however, it was no longer part of the commonly used 
cashless payment instruments.

Conclusion

With the example of the Eurocheque, this article shows how the emergence 
of a specific European infrastructure in the cashless payments sector can 
only be understood by considering at the same time the American process 
of development in this field. Introducing Eurocheque in 1968, its amplifi-
cation as guarantee card and later European credit card during the 1970s, 
always aimed at maintaining dominance of the European mass payments 
market by the European banks. Orientation on the American role model 
and delimitation against it went hand in hand. Europe felt threatened 
and challenged by the American system, certainly the credit card system. 
This counts not only for the field of payments and for the history of the 
Eurocheque only, but for many fields of economic development since the 
1960s, as Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber has impressively recorded.47 Again 
and again, the question of delimitation and adaptation to American sys-
tems, infrastructures and technologies was at stake. However, the need for 
international European co-operation, being based on the existing banking 
system, was never fundamentally questioned.

What role did technologies – certainly computers – play in the course of 
this process? During the last three decades of the twentieth century, com-
puters effectively entered many fields of life and work. On top of this, as a 
matter of fact, in the form of small and smallest chips they form parts of 
machines at public or private disposal. Some became part of everyday life 
in traditional and newer devices for different forms of communication. The 
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history of the Eurocheque has shown that the accelerated social changes of 
the past decades cannot be explained simply as the consequence of tech-
nological innovation. The history of the development of the information 
society should rather be described as a process, which was marked by an 
interdependent social and technological change. Concrete case stories, such 
as that of Eurocheque, can help to historicize the processes of this change. 
The information society, then, is not the result of a technological revolution, 
but much more the result of backlashes and meanders on a local, national, 
and increasingly international basis. The European dimension plays a cen-
tral role in it, but not in terms of the political and economic unification 
process that occurred during recent decades. The European dimension, 
rather, facilitates the emergence of an infrastructure mirroring effective 
ways of human interactions, ways of business mobility or tourism, habits of 
payment as a self-evident part of daily life. The paper-based Eurocheque was 
part of establishing an electronic Europe-wide common currency.
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Biography 5: Georges Valensi: 
Europe Calling?
Leonard Laborie

Georges Valensi’s important achievements in television colour coding are 
well recorded in textbooks dealing with the history of television technolo-
gies. By contrast, his day-to-day activities have almost been forgotten. An 
engineer specializing in long-distance telephony, Valensi built on his expe-
riences, expertise and social skills to be the longtime general secretary of 
the International Telephone Consultative Committee (CCIF), from the crea-
tion of this intergovernmental institution in 1924 to 1956.

Born in 1889 in the French department of Algeria, Georges Valensi entered 
the prestigious engineering school Ecole polytechnique in 1908. After three 
years there and before finishing his studies at the Ecole Supérieure des Postes et 
Télégraphes (ESPT, where he was ranked number one), he spent a year at the 
Ecole Supérieure d’Electricité, probably attending lectures on ‘radioelectricity’ 
in a recently opened section sponsored by the Army. This complementary 
training allowed Valensi to be at the cutting edge of electrical science and 
signal transmission.

The First World War proved a decisive point in turning his career from 
its purely national trajectory to a more international dimension. When he 
graduated in 1913, Valensi joined the public administration operating the 
French telecommunications network (PTT) as a telephone engineer. At the 
outbreak of the war, with transmissions playing an unprecedented role in 
the battlefield, Valensi volunteered as a liaison officer to the British army. 
His good command of English served him further when the United States 
joined the Entente. A visit to the American telephone operator AT&T with 
some of his colleagues between May and July 1917 proved formative for the 
27-year-old. AT&T’s achievements and universal service philosophy came 
as a revelation. His mission was to observe in situ the implementation of 
electronic repeaters, which enabled transcontinental telephony – a techno-
logical and strategic breakthrough that came with the first New York–San 
Francisco line in 1914. Valensi’s expertise with US firm Western Electric’s 
repeaters made him one of the very few French specialists on electronic 
devices for long-distance telephony. Back in France he naturally became 
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liaison officer to the American Army, enforcing his links with American 
engineers.

After peace returned, European countries considered long-distance tel-
ephone lines a matter of great interest, at both national and international 
level. The technology was available and the political agenda was geared 
toward strengthening national territories and reconstructing the European 
economy. Stimulated by Western Electric’s apparent intention to operate 
a transnational network in Europe and also concerned with the German 
advances in this field, the French PTT administration took an international 
initiative: building on long-standing co-operation between national admin-
istrations – the International Telegraph Union dated back to 1865 – it invited 
its foreign counterparts in 1923 to explore ways of enhancing co-operation 
on long-distance telephony. Recognizing his expertise, language skills (he 
also had a good command of German) and previous experiences in struc-
turing new organizations, the meeting’s French president, Alfred Dennery, 
nominated his close associate Valensi as secretary. A ‘preliminary techni-
cal committee on long distance telephone communications in Europe’ was 
established, which a year later became the CCIF, an intergovernmental 
organization acting as the specialized body of the ITU for telephony, with 
Valensi its permanent general secretary.

Valensi’s conception of the role of such a forum was clear. Like others con-
templating how to build a continental network comparable to the American 
one, he believed that a central authority was necessary. He believed that, for 
political reasons, no private company would be endorsed by the European 
states. Because there was no ‘effective’ federal government in Europe, no 
federal administration could carry into effect a common policy. Experts’ 
meetings that would respect national sovereignties and collegially design 
the network were the solution.

Like his organization itself, the secretary’s position was one not of power 
but of influence. His statutory tasks were to support the work of the various 
specialized commissions, providing them with all information they could 
need, and to prepare the CCIF annual assembly. Valensi considered him-
self the ‘brain’ of the CCIF, explaining that a brain was both a museum 
and a laboratory: he stored and dispatched information, and he prepared 
and anticipated future needs. As official representative of the CCIF, Valensi 
was at the crossroads of various international technical committees that 
flourished during the 1920s, in particular the Commission mixte internation-
ale, which gathered low and high voltage specialists to work on protecting 
telecommunications networks from interferences coming from electrical 
networks. He also had close contacts with the International Chamber of 
Commerce and the International Broadcasting Union, which used interna-
tional telephone circuits from the second half of the 1920s on to organize 
such radio events as the nuits nationales or live ‘European concerts’, such as 
the one opening the tenth plenary assembly of the League of Nations.
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While his work brought him close to the pan-European movements, it is 
not clear to what extent he can be considered part of them. In his mind, the 
CCIF had a strictly technical scope: standardizing the equipment and plan-
ning the expansion of the telephone network. He did publish in L’Europe 
nouvelle, a review close to the League of Nations, and meeting point for 
early Europeanists. Valensi’s articles described how European telephony was 
managed and how it could be improved, notably to foster the emergence of 
a ‘European public opinion’, as he wrote in 1926. One of Valensi’s preoc-
cupations in telephony was to cope with users’ needs, and for these statis-
tics studies were necessary to establish where new traffic capacities should 
be installed. He argued that to have relevant statistics ‘implies having an 
international currency unit (various European currencies backed to gold 
standard), stable customs agreements, and the suppression of all formali-
ties which could prevent the circulation of people, goods and capitals’. The 
order of ends and means is characteristic of the engineer Valensi: the end 
was an integrated telephone network and the means was the lowering of 
economic and political barriers.

During the Second World War, the CCIF ceased activities and Valensi 
himself ran afoul of Vichy’s racial laws in November 1940, but he was 
finally reintegrated into the telecommunication public administration in 
September 1941. As early as September 1944, he went back to Paris to reor-
ganize the CCIF, and meetings in London and Montreux followed shortly 
thereafter. Valensi’s post was renamed in 1947: he became ‘director’ of the 
CCIF. Two years later, the direction moved from Paris to Geneva, joining 
the headquarters of the ITU – now a member of the United Nations sys-
tem. Between the wars, the CCIF had gradually expanded its membership 
to become truly pan-European. The Cold War did not alter this. While 

Figure B5.1 George Valensi early and late in his career at the CCIF

Source: Journal des télécommunications, 1976.
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co-operation in international telephony was still strongly focused on the 
European area, it enlarged to include North African, Middle Eastern and 
Asian countries.

Valensi retired from the CCIF in 1956. Seldom visible on the world stage, 
the organization had built a lasting platform for co-operation; its main task 
at the time of Valensi’s retirement was the standardization of high-speed 
lines (coaxial cables and hertzian beams) and of semi-automatic and fully 
automatic switching in international liaisons. A year before he died, Valensi 
received the first ‘ITU Centenary Prize’ (1979) intended to reward an indi-
vidual or group of individuals for international activities recognized as serv-
ing to promote the development of international telecommunications.
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7
Off the Leash. The European 
Mobile Phone Standard (GSM) as a 
Transnational Telecommunications 
Infrastructure
Patrick Kammerer

Transnational telecommunications networks seem to be emerging from, as 
well as main driving forces behind, the processes we generally label glo-
balization. There are various concepts of globalization, but they all refer 
in one way or another to the diminishing of borders.1 Since structural 
changes in information and communications technologies (ICT) challenge 
or transform existing borders by generating new possibilities for transfer 
or transactions across them, transnational telecommunications networks 
such as the Global System of Mobile Communications (GSM) can be observed 
and described as a concrete form of globalization. Following the theoreti-
cal perspective of Marshall McLuhan, who introduced the metaphor of the 
Global Village, global telecommunications networks can be seen not only 
as bridging distance between a sender and a receiver, but also as transform-
ing borders by enabling communication across them.2 Historiographical 
approaches in economic history often stress the ambivalent dimensions 
of globalization concepts; they have introduced careful delineations of the 
term ‘global’ as referring to ‘worldwide’ rather than ‘covering the total area 
of the globe’, for example, and underlined the existence of  de-globalization 
processes in the nineteenth and early twentieth century alongside globali-
zation processes.3 While the ‘backronym’ GSM now refers to a global or 
worldwide market, its original meaning in 1982 was Groupe Spécial Mobile, 
which referred to a  visionary group consisting of representatives of national 
Public Telecommunications Operators (PTOs) in Europe within the struc-
tures of the Conférence des Administrations Européenes des Postes et 
Télécommunications (CEPT). How the standard went from this ‘special 
group’ to a ‘global system’ is the trajectory this chapter will trace.

Alongside other global telecommunications networks, such as the internet 
or the Global Positioning System (GPS), a global network for mobile telephony 
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is being built. The telephone in its new form, wireless and mobile, was not 
only literally cut off its traditional ‘leash’; the transformation to a wireless 
device soon became strongly reflected in successful trade based around 
the new possibilities of mobile communications. The ‘constant touch’4 or 
‘perpetual contact’5 as a new pattern of personal communication does not 
only seem to have changed individual behaviour and affected communica-
tion culture.6 The demand for mobile communication services also enabled 
an unleashing of economic development. Unexpected growth rates and 
immense gains by economies of scale led to a worldwide proliferation of 
mobile phone technology over the last two decades. Today most of the pop-
ulated areas on the planet are covered by mobile phone networks and nearly 
a third of the worldwide population owns a mobile phone. At the moment 
there are about nine or ten more or less important mobile phone standards, 
but the GSM standard is surprisingly dominant. It was developed in Europe 
and introduced as mandatory during the early 1990s, and since expanded 
well beyond that protected market. At the beginning of 2007, when the mark 
of 2 billion GSM subscribers worldwide was reached, GSM covered about 
80% of the worldwide cell phone technology market share.7 The Deutsche 
Bank was not exaggerating when it commented that ‘GSM mobile commu-
nications is, without a doubt, one of the most explosive developments ever 
to have taken place in the telecommunications industry.’8

The GSM success story becomes even more impressive by the historical 
fact that mobile phone technology was originally invented not in Europe 
but in the USA, and that the US market set the tone for research and devel-
opment of analog mobile phone technology until the mid-1980s. The idea 
of cell-based mobile radio systems appeared at Bell Laboratories in the 
United States in the late 1940s.9 However, the technical proposals for a cellu-
lar standard were not drawn up by AT&T and its Bell Labs until 1971.10 This 
standard was called ‘Advanced Mobile Phone System’ (AMPS). During the 
early 1980s, analog cellular telephone systems grew rapidly in Europe, par-
ticularly in Scandinavia and the United Kingdom. Due to the dominance of 
the US market in analogue cell phones, AMPS remained the most common 
standard for mobile communications worldwide as regards the number of 
subscribers until the middle of the 1990s.11

Europe’s predominant role in mobile phone technology today seems to 
have come along with the switch from analogue to digital mobile phone 
technology. Given the dominance of American and Asian industries in 
information technologies, consumer electronics and semiconductors in the 
1980s and 1990s, the European breakthrough in mobile phone technology 
during the digitalization process makes for an interesting case. Such a strik-
ingly prosperous telecommunications infrastructure development raises 
important questions about the relevant success factors. On one hand, some 
claim that the success factors lie in specific technical or standard features 
such as the subscriber identity module (SIM), short message service (SMS) or 
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international roaming; some have argued, on the other hand, that the lessons 
learned during the analogue mobile phone standardization were  crucial.12 
In addition, several actors today claim (sometimes  single-handedly) to have 
played a key role in the process.13 One commentator invented the concept 
of ‘hurdles’ to explain the GSM success story.14 Most analytical papers on 
the subject mention the right timing; already in 1994 Gabriela Cattaneo 
wrote that ‘[t]he analysis of the GSM standard helps to highlight the mix of 
factors [ ... ] and the importance of the right timing in a favorable historical 
context.’15

The analysis in the present chapter mainly focuses on the early phases 
of development of cell phone standardization in Europe. Starting with a 
structural overview over the standardization process of the American cell 
phone market, the focus then shifts to the development in Europe, particu-
larly during the first phase (1982–7), when the basic parameters of the GSM 
system were specified. Finally, I will provide an outlook on the develop-
ment towards a worldwide transnational mobile phone network. In looking 
toward standardization processes as an analytical category the goal is not to 
create another list of success factors but instead to highlight the dynamics, 
as well as the ranges of contingency, in the formation of the network tech-
nologies. The notion of standardization here is inspired by the approach 
of Bowker and Star and their theory of classification.16 According to them, 
standards act as intermediary functional entities, not only by fitting one 
technological element to another, but also as common means of identifying 
and bargaining over technology in political and socioeconomic contexts. 
Following that, technological standards can be seen as patterns of percep-
tion and patterns of discourse. In Bowker and Star’s analysis, standards can 
be viewed as a process rather than as a given factor or a structure. They have 
to be built up in complex classification processes. Since the complexity of 
a standard refers not only to a technological need but also to bureaucratic 
and identity-related processes, establishing standards is always connected 
to the development of institutions and organizational entities. Moreover, a 
standard like GSM could also be described as a system of standards, stand-
ard umbrella or a standard family. From a technological point of view, such 
a system could be described as a gateway with the capacity to link different 
systems on different levels of complexity.17 Therefore a standard like GSM 
includes an interoperable system of phone numbers, roaming agreements, 
roaming billing standards, comparable licence policies, shared frequencies, 
similarities in the user interfaces of terminals, and so on.

The change of classifications or standards can be seen as the result of learn-
ing processes along with the development and commercialization of tech-
nology. This approach seems fruitful for a historical analysis of the GSM case 
because the costs of standardization were immense. As David Bach argues, 
these enormous costs can be seen as a problem of collective action.18 Since 
co-ordination and/or co-operation are seen as genuine problems connected 
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to the development of telecommunications infrastructure,19 debates often 
follow a structure that emphasizes the distinction between monopolist and 
market settings, or between the state and private actors. Although the GSM 
mobile telephone system has already been the subject of several studies,20 it 
can fruitfully add to the historians’ understandings of the development of 
Europe-wide infrastructural systems.21

From unity to diversity: Cell phone standardization 
in the USA (1970s – 1990s)

Although the first concept of cellular radio telephony was submitted to 
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in 1947 by AT&T with a 
request for adequate frequency allocation in the radio spectrum, a strong 
lobby for television services – fearing there would be insufficient frequencies 
for TV broadcasting – was able to hinder the reservation of a radio frequency 
spectrum for mobile phones throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Early devel-
opment of mobile phone technology in the USA can thus be characterized 
by two major structural layers: 1) the unrivalled research and development 
of the telephony monopolist AT&T without any direct product competi-
tion and 2) the lack of a frequency spectrum that prevented establishing a 
mobile phone standard until 1971.22 Those structural layers were essential 
to forming expectations of the future mobile phone development: ‘At the 
beginning of the 1970s, almost everyone assumed that AT&T would be oper-
ating a cellular network as an extension to its monopoly on the land-based 
connections. Moreover, only this company was considered capable of rais-
ing the enormous investments necessary.’23

However, the situation changed in the mid-1970s when Radio Common 
Carriers (RCCs) – smaller companies often serving no more than a few 
hundred customers with radio-related services like paging – and Motorola, 
which had begun the development of its own standard, took up interest 
in a future US mobile phone market. FCC saw itself confronted with a rap-
idly growing group of firms wanting to participate in a forthcoming market 
and ready to sue if they were excluded. The FCC’s licensing and regulations 
procedures were significantly slowed down as questions of system interop-
erability and fair market entry grew more important. After the break-up 
of the AT&T monopoly in 1982, when the FCC started to award licences 
for commercial mobile phone services, far more applications were submit-
ted than expected and far more than the FCC was ready to process.24 By 
adapting the evaluation procedure FCC managed to award licences for a first 
group of thirty markets25 – but many awarded licences were challenged in 
court by unsuccessful applicants. The award for the second group of licences 
attracted even more applicants and FCC had to adjust procedures again: 
a lottery-based procedure was adopted.26 But the change from compara-
tive hearings to a lottery system created both new strategic options for the 
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applicants and some uncertainty about the interpretation of FCC licence 
award  procedures.27 In a retrospective report to Congress reflecting on their 
different licence award procedures, the FCC commented:

Under the lottery system, the FCC sustained a flood of license applica-
tions because some lottery applicants submitted speculative entries with 
uncertain intent of building out a service. Many lottery winners resold 
their licenses in secondary markets. One speculator spent $5 million on 
licenses to be resold in a year and a half for $34 million without building 
so much as an antenna. The costs associated with these resale transac-
tions, such as those for cellular licenses in 1991, have been estimated at 
$190 million.28

Nevertheless, the first commercial AMPS service started successfully in 
1983 and only a few years later AMPS networks succeeded in some major 
US cities.

The complexity of the FCC’s changing regulation procedures as well as the 
end of AT&T’s monopoly resulted in the AMPS standard remaining more or 
less unchanged from its conception in 1971 to the first commercial launch 
in 1983. The absence of a dominant player in the US telephone market since 
1984 also influenced the development of mobile telephony: although AMPS 
was refined into a digital successor named D-AMPS, the concept, at least in 
part, was considered outdated. The firm Qualcomm challenged the pottering 
AMPS standard by developing main elements of a digital cell phone stand-
ard called CDMA, based on code division multiplexing rather than time 
division as used in AMPS. CDMA was selected by the Telecommunication 
Industry Association (TIA) as a technically advanced standard alternative to 
AMPS.29 When the FCC announced the auction of licences for additional 
mobile phone services called Personal Communications Services (PCS) in 
the 1900 MHz frequency spectrum, proposals from no fewer than seven 
mobile phone standards were submitted.30 The auctions finally resulted in 
three major competing standards in the US cell phone market: AMPS, IS-95 
CDMA and PCS-1900 (a GSM variant), starting their services in 1996.31

Looking at the characteristics of the US mobile phone standardization 
process in terms of learning processes by relevant actors or institutions, 
we notice the significant shift from one standard developed by a de facto 
monopolist (AMPS) towards a variety of at least three different major stand-
ards. While in the 1970s everyone assumed that a future cell phone system 
would be operated by AT&T, the splitting up of the telephone giant signifi-
cantly delayed the first cell phone licence awards by the FCC and encour-
aged research and development by firms like Qualcomm in the late 1980s. 
For the second licence award the FCC changed the procedure again and held 
an auction that kept the market open for several standards. The rather com-
plex change from the unrivalled AMPS standard in a monopolist setting to 
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a multi-standard mobile phone market slowed down the American develop-
ment until systems comparable to GSM started to be operational in 1996.

The beginning of mobile phone standardization in Europe

In the years before CEPT (Conférence des Administrations Européenes des 
Postes et Télécommunications) formally initiated the GSM standardization 
project in 1982, co-operation on analogue standards for mobile commu-
nications had already been attempted between France and the UK as well 
as between France and Germany.32 However, simultaneous efforts by the 
national governments to protect their ‘home’ industries frequently inter-
fered with co-operation. While France,33 Germany,34 Italy35 and the UK36 
and their PTOs (Public Telecommunications Operators) each developed 
national cell phone standards more or less incompatible with each other 
to support their domestic telecommunications industries, the Scandinavian 
analogue standard, NMT 450, arose from a successful co-operation between 
Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Norway and, later on, Iceland. The idea of a 
common Nordic mobile telephone system dates to as far back as 1969, when 
a Swedish official first proposed it at a meeting of NordTel (an organiza-
tion for the co-operation between telecommunications administrations 
of Norway, Denmark, Finland and Sweden). He ‘saw the advantages of a 
Scandinavian system, a market with 23 million inhabitants that was big 
enough for the industry to consider it profitable to develop systems and 
mobile telephones’.37 NordTel established the Nordic Mobile Telephone 
Group (NMT) and it was assigned the task of developing a common Nordic 
mobile telephone  standard.38 In October 1981, NMT 450 was inaugurated in 
Sweden, followed soon by Finland, Denmark and Norway.

Having created an integrated cellular network for Scandinavia, NMT 
450 became a successful export commodity and NMT 450 standard net-
works were built in Saudi Arabia (as early as 1981), the Netherlands, Spain, 
Thailand, Algeria and Belgium. Realizing that frequency allocations in the 
450 MHz band would become insufficient in the light of growing demand, 
the Nordic Mobile Telephone Group developed a similar system for the 900 
MHz band, which was rolled out in Scandinavia in 1986. NMT 900 systems 
were subsequently adopted in the Netherlands, parts of France and also in 
Switzerland.39

The success of NMT 450 and NMT 900 systems in Scandinavia as well as 
on the international market resulted in considerable competitive advantages 
for Scandinavian equipment manufacturers, such as Nokia and Ericsson.40 
Already in 1985, for example, Nokia and Ericsson controlled roughly one-
fifth of the world market for mobile phones, whereas all other European 
manufacturers held less than 10 per cent altogether.41 While concern about 
their domestic industries had impeded co-operation on analogue standards 
among France, Germany and the UK on bilateral and multilateral levels, 
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successful co-operation in Scandinavia through NordTel clearly strength-
ened the position of Scandinavian manufacturers with regard to their inter-
national competitors. The success of NMT held at least two basic lessons for 
equipment providers and national regulation experts. First, co-operation on 
a common standard opened broader markets for equipment providers across 
national borders. Second, the PTOs of smaller countries such as Denmark or 
later the Netherlands, Iceland and Switzerland saw the advantages of shar-
ing development costs for a complex technology and the chance to provide 
mobile telephone networks at reasonable costs and in an assessable time 
frame. On top of that, NMT was the first standard worldwide to provide a 
feature called ‘roaming’, which enabled use of a mobile phone in foreign 
networks with the same (NMT) standard.

As mentioned above, the GSM standardization process was formally ini-
tiated by CEPT in 1982 by establishing the so-called Groupe Spécial Mobile 
(GSM) as an institution to co-ordinate future cell phone standards of its 
members. It is important to note that every CEPT member nation state 
had the chance to participate in the Groupe Spécial Mobile with a PTO del-
egation representing its national interests. The first meeting of this group, 
held in Stockholm in December 1982,42 was the result of CEPT’s decisions 
taken on a proposal from the Dutch PTO to reserve the 900 MHz band ‘to 
achieve a form of harmonization in the field of the land mobile services 
for European purposes.’43 In 1984, when the GSM received a letter from 
Bell Communications Research (BCR) ‘proposing a liaison between BCR and 
GSM’,44 it was not only the political matter of the issue that was discussed. 
‘Further on, some delegates questioned both the possibility and the need for 
a worldwide standard.’45

In the beginning, the main goal of GSM was to build up efficient working 
procedures and decision structures. It soon became clear that it would not 
be possible to discuss all issues in plenary, so GSM decided to set up several 
working parties (WP) in order to prepare proposals for the plenary. WP1 
was concerned with service facilities, WP2 with radio questions and WP3 
with network aspects. In the early stages of the standardization process 
the GSM initiative clearly benefited from the already existing institutional 
framework of CEPT, which included the national PTTs on a proven basis 
of co-operation.46 Furthermore, the CEPT framework allowed countries (or 
their PTTs) with different preferences and strategies to start co-operation. 
For smaller European countries such as the Netherlands or Switzerland, the 
GSM initiative emerged increasingly as the only roadmap to a mobile phone 
system at reasonable cost that would allow them participation in decisions 
and with international connections. Countries with major home markets 
and correlative telecommunications industries such as Germany, France or 
the UK saw the early GSM standardization by CEPT as one among many 
possible approaches on a bilateral or multilateral level to a transnational 
cell phone standard in Europe. Their strategy became obvious as soon as 
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France and the FRG, later on together with Italy and the UK, started to 
elaborate R&D programmes independent of CEPT in exclusive meetings.47 
Nevertheless, they joined the GSM group and contributed substantially to 
the early standardization phase, although the final success of the group 
was widely doubted when the GSM startup meeting was held.48

Standardization process in danger: The Madeira meeting

During the standardization process, the Groupe Spécial Mobile had to take 
several crucial decisions concerning the technical specifications of the 
main functional features of connection methods and data communica-
tions. There was mutual consent that the new system should be based on 
digital technology as opposed to analogue; among other reasons, the digital 
solution promised a high level of compatibility with the Integrated Services 
Digital Network (ISDN), which was being developed at that time. While 
most of the crucial standardization questions were ‘largely solved by engi-
neers and technocrats without significant controversy, the political battle 
erupted over the question whether to adopt a wide-band or narrow-band 
TDMA solution’.49

A French–German coalition supported a wide-band solution, whereas 
the Scandinavian countries favoured the narrow-band alternative.50 These 
preferences of the PTOs/PTTs were a clear reflection of the preferences of 
the respective countries’ domestic equipment manufacturers. After the 
ITT Corporation had sold the German SEL (Standard Elektronik Lorenz) – 
including their rights on the CD 900 speech transmission51 – to French-
based Alcatel, CD 900 was made compatible with the forthcoming GSM 
specifications through substantial investments.52 The CD 900 system was 
a really forward-looking technology, but functionally needed a broad fre-
quency band.53 Due to the NMT standardization process, the Scandinavian 
manufacturers acquired great experience in the narrow band technology.54 
They saw no need to change their technology path.55

The controversy culminated at the CEPT’s meeting in Madeira in February 
1987, at which the basic specifications of the GSM standard were to be deter-
mined. Despite the fact that most of the CEPT members were on the side of 
the narrow frequency band coalition, German and French officials still had 
a strong counterposition. Because the decisions of the CEPT would have to 
be taken unanimously – following standard intergovernmental procedures – 
French and German officials had a de facto veto position.56 The report of the 
Madeira meeting commented that ‘the administrations of France and FRG 
were asked to reconsider their position for the sake of European unity and 
the future of the GSM project. However, no final decision on this matter 
could be reached during the meeting.’57

The whole GSM standardization process was in danger of being wedged, 
or even splitting, along the coalition borders. From an evolutionary point 
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of view the GSM standardization process was in a rather ‘open’ situation. As 
the French administrator Philippe Dupuis at GSM put it:

Those who did not believe in the success of the GSM Group had already 
made contingency plans. In 1986 two 900 MHz analogue cellular stand-
ards were operating successfully in Europe, TACS in the UK and NMT 
900 in the Nordic countries. If the GSM Group failed to deliver a work-
able solution either could have been adopted as a ‘Pan-European’ cellular 
system instead. In the competition which would have been developed 
NMT 900 would have led.58

The vision of a common European market and the European 
Commission to break the deadlock

The deadlock situation at the Madeira meeting was easy to foresee, because 
of the principal interests of the main actors (governments and PTOs/PTTs) 
with regard to their domestic telecommunications industries.59 It was pre-
cisely in that critical moment of the whole GSM standardization process 
that the EC (European Community) came into play. France and Germany 
encouraged the European Commission to outline the state of the GSM 
project to the heads of state at the European Summit in December 1986 
just before the Madeira meeting. Up to then the EC had had no formal 
role in the GSM standardization process since they were not a corporate 
member of the CEPT. But from the moment France and Germany pushed 
it GSM standardization became to a major issue of EC activity. The GSM 
project seemed to fall on fertile ground at the EC. While in the middle of 
the 1960s the PAL-SECAM controversy60 between France and Germany had 
hindered successful co-operation towards a pan-European colour television 
standard as a distinctive symbolic issue of nationally focused European 
standard politics, the political discourse about transnational infrastructure 
in the second half of the 1980s was shaped by the perception of the lack of 
Trans European Networks (TENs). A closer look at the chronology towards 
a common standard uncovers the step by step strategy of the French and 
German coalition.

At the Madeira meeting in February 1987 all the basic specifications of 
the GSM standard were determined by unanimous agreement – except for 
the crucial question of the frequency band. Directly after the Madeira meet-
ing, the GSM activities continued on the EC level. Already in July 1987 
the European Commission published two remarkable regulatory instru-
ments: a Directive (87/372/EEC) and a Recommendation (87/371/EEC).61 The 
Directive required the EC member states to reserve the 900 MHz frequency 
band for the forthcoming digital standard while the Recommendation 
advised the telecommunications administrations to ‘implement detailed 
Recommendations concerning the coordinated introduction of public 
pan-European cellular digital land-based mobile communications in the 
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Community’,62 and further stipulated that ‘the service should commence 
in 1991 at the latest.’63 Since there was no other digital standard for mobile 
communications at that point in time, the GSM standard was the only 
one that would fit with the directive and the recommendation. The GSM 
standard thus became an unrivalled standard in all EC member states. In 
addition, the EC proposed the founding of a European Telecommunications 
Standard Institute to co-ordinate the process of building the physical GSM 
networks as an interface to the local PTOs, ensuring that some additional 
co-ordination was given.

The activities on the EC level changed the situation in significant ways. 
The whole (EC-)Europe was expected to become one big market for mobile 
communications with high barriers of entry for non-European manufac-
turers and good chances for economies of scale for the domestic ones. The 
EC could be used as a political platform to enable the shift of expecta-
tions towards a common market. Under those circumstances, France and 
Germany were now ready to sign a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
to the GSM standard. This agreement was manifested on 7 September 1987 
as fifteen operators (the national PTOs/PTTs of thirteen states and two inde-
pendent UK operators) signed the MoU in order to complete the introduc-
tion of GSM networks by 1991. Article 1 of the MoU states: ‘The purpose 
of this MoU is to provide a framework for all the necessary measures to be 
taken by the signatories together to ensure the opening of a commercial pan 
European public digital cellular mobile telecommunications service in their 
respective countries in 1991. This shall provide amongst other things an 
international roaming service whereby a user provided with a service in one 
country by one of the network operators can also gain access to the service 
of any of the other network operators in their respective countries.’64

One year after the agreement, the European Telecommunications Standard 
Institute (ETSI) was founded in order to ensure additional co-ordination along 
the implementation of the GSM standard. It is interesting to note that just 
before, and especially after, the formal agreement on the introduction of GSM 
systems in Europe the institutional and bureaucratic setting around the stand-
ard changed completely. ETSI meetings, for example, were open to manufac-
turers, in contrast to the earlier CEPT GSM meetings, which were exclusively 
open to representatives of PTOs of the CEPT members. In addition, ETSI began 
renaming most elements of the internal GSM structure.65 Furthermore, ETSI 
took the forward-looking decision to ‘rename’ GSM from Groupe Spécial Mobile 
to its present meaning of Global System for Mobile Communications.

The launch of GSM networks

The launch of GSM started with a first GSM digital cellular network in 
Finland in 1991; an experimental network with 5,000 handsets had also 
been installed at the Telecom 91 exhibition in Geneva and Lausanne. In 
early 1992, only a few GSM networks were launched, but within seven years 
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GSM networks had over 50 million subscribers in Europe. Among other early 
countries to run GSM networks were Germany, Denmark, Portugal, Sweden, 
Italy and France. The first roaming agreement was signed between Telecom 
Finland and Vodafone in the UK on 17 June 1992; as further roaming agree-
ments followed shortly after, a European space for mobile communications 
became a key feature in the mobile phone advertisement campaigns of the 
ational PTOs (See Figure 7.1).

By 1993 the MoU embraced seventy members from forty-eight countries 
and twenty-five roaming agreements. In the following year the number of 
operators passed 100, serving more than a million subscribers in amazingly 

Figure 7.1 Europe of ‘roaming coverage’ 1994

Note: National borders are overlaid by the GSM coverage areas, representing a common space 
for mobile communications.

Source: GSM advertisement brochure of the Swiss PTT in 1994, PTT-Archive Berne.
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rapidly growing European markets. Just few years after its launch, GSM had 
expanded beyond Europe, establishing a presence in Australia, Africa, India, 
Asia (except Japan) and the Arab world. The MoU was formally registered as 
an Association in Switzerland,66 with 156 members serving twelve million 
customers in eighty-six countries, by June 1995.67

From a customer’s point of view at that time, GSM (and its twin system 
called DCS 1800, operating at 1,800 MHz68) was probably perceived as just 
another system, entering the market and competing with existing mobile 
phone technology, such as NMT 900 or AMPS. Choices were probably based 
not only on technological features such as good speech quality, data trans-
mission services or international roaming, but also on the way it was intro-
duced and the way the cellular market across Europe was being reorganized. 
The national PTOs found themselves exposed to high tensions. On the one 
hand they had the possibility to introduce new mobile phone customer 
services at reasonable cost for a mass market based on the GSM standard. 
On the other hand they saw the liberalization of the telecommunications 
markets in Europe right around the corner. They had to be quick to ensure 
themselves a large market share. At this point in time most of Europe’s pub-
lic telecommunications operators were concerned about privatization and 
greater operational flexibility. The impact of increasing competition on a 
standardized transnational infrastructure helped to shift mobile communi-
cations away from the business community and into the mass market. Time 
was a crucial element for national PTOs’ advertising campaigns, which 
aimed especially to attract new private customers, since business custom-
ers were the main focus of earlier advertisements for the analogue mobile 
phone systems. For example, the German Telekom and the Swiss PTT organ-
ized joint press events that focused on the use of roaming, which was not 
possible between Germany and Switzerland using analogue systems, espe-
cially for private customers. (See Figure 7.2). Hence, the number of mobile 
phone subscribers in Western Europe, which had grown by roughly a third 
in each of the two previous years, increased by almost 50 per cent in 1993 
(See Figure 7.3).

Success of GSM towards a global network

GSM was already perceived as a distinctive success story by 1995.69 While 
there were still more cell phone users in North America than in Europe at 
that time, more than half the growth in Europe derived from digital sys-
tems, opposed to the growth in the US, which still operated on analog AMPS 
networks. The completion of the GSM Phase II standardization made data 
services such as fax, video, e-mail and short messages (SMS) technically fea-
sible. While video and data communications were functionally limited due 
to the (then) lack of input and output devices, SMS unexpectedly evolved 
into a new form of everyday communication.
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Figure 7.2 Border crossing while phoning

Source: Press Photography by the German Telekom for a Joint Press Event with the Swiss PTT in 
1994, PTT-Archive Berne.

Figure 7.3 Number of worldwide subscribers per cellular standard, 1982–99
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An adaptation of DCS 1800 (GSM variant at 1,800 MHz) for an even 
higher frequency level was produced to meet the opportunities created by 
the recent FCC (Federal Communications Commission) auction in the USA: 
PCS 1900.70 In 1995, US cellular operators were expected to face competi-
tion from PCS companies, using high frequencies at a similar range of the 
spectrum to the DCS 1800 systems allocated to the UK cellular operators 
One-2-One, Mercury and Orange, as well as E-Plus in Germany. New PCS 
operators in the US recognized the advantages of an open standard in cre-
ating a global multi-vendor market for GSM products; this made network 
deployment more cost-effective. In May 1997, there were already fifteen PCS 
1900 (now GSM 1900) networks operating and over 400,000 users.71

In 1997 the GSM MoU Association, the global industry body, already rep-
resented 239 international GSM network operators, regulators and admin-
istrators of 109 countries/areas. Customer totals for GSM had reached 
44 million and were equivalent to 28 per cent of the world mobile wireless 
market. In 1998, the EU Green Paper on Convergence was written with the 
purpose of launching a debate on the regulatory implications of the con-
vergence of the telecommunications, media and IT sectors, and to discuss 
options for future regulatory policy.72

As a genuine GSM standard feature, roaming became more and more 
important on a worldwide level. From the beginning roaming was con-
ceptualized as both a ‘national’ and an ‘international’ feature, since the 
Scandinavian PTTs already had rich experience due to NMT-roaming in the 
Nordic countries. In 2007, roaming agreements among most GSM operators 
allowed their customers to use their mobile phones in 300 to 600 GSM net-
works on the planet.73 In the early stages of roaming technology, ‘straying’ 
into other networks was still limited because handsets were limited to one 
radio frequency band. Already in 1997 Motorola presented the first dual 
band GSM handset, called Motorola 8900 Traveller, capable of using both 
the 900 MHz and the 1,800 MHz frequency band; only two years later even 
tri-band devices (GSM 900/1800/1900 MHz) were commercially available. 
Nowadays, mobile phones or so-called smart phones usually give access to 
other networks using quad-band technology or even combining completely 
different wireless network standards in one single device.74

Digital convergence: Standardization beyond GSM

The regional success of mobile phone networks during the second half of 
the 1990s in Europe, Japan and the USA, as well as the successful research 
programmes for broadband telecommunications, stimulated discussions 
about a worldwide mobile phone standard at different levels by all relevant 
actors.75 As the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) relaunched 
the discussions about a worldwide standard by renaming their activities 
from FPLMTS (Future Public Land Mobile Telecommunications System) 
to IMT-2000 (International Mobile Telecommunications-2000), all actors 
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undertook attempts to influence the standardization activities in their 
favoured direction. The main alliances were formed along two co-ordinat-
ing organizations: the 3rd Generation Partnership Project (3GPP), includ-
ing several standardization bodies with interests in a further development 
of the GSM and its successor UMTS,76 and the 3rd Generation Partnership 
Project 2 (3GPP2), representing several standardization bodies in favour 
of the further development of CDMA2000.77 Moreover, a patent dispute 
between Qualcomm and Ericsson slowed down ITU standardizing activi-
ties. In the end, the complex matrix of interests and standardization bod-
ies involved led to a harmonization of technology that embraced several 
approaches according to defined principles rather than to a single, consist-
ent worldwide standard. For example, the air interface of IMT-2000 consists 
of at least four different radio interfaces based on the two access technolo-
gies CDMA and TDMA; one of the TDMA air interfaces is an enhanced 
variant of GSM called EDGE.78 Nevertheless, in 2001 the first networks 
according to the IMT-2000 standard went live in Japan and Europe; in 
March 2007, about 6 or 16 per cent (depending on whether ‘CDMA 1x’ 
is counted as an IMT standard) of worldwide subscribers used standards 
meeting the IMT requirements. Although broadband mobile phone tech-
nology under the IMT standard UMTS or CDMA 2000 has been in com-
mercial use since 2001, service providers have had difficulties in providing 
the new technology to the market at reasonable cost. But the increasing 
computing capacities of mobile phones and network components, enabling 
different yet compatible standards for air interface, network and multime-
dia, forced mobile phone service providers to build networks and feature 
roaming agreements in multi-standard settings. In a multi-standard setting 
with handhelds enabling different standards with different air interfaces, 
GSM was then perceived as a possibility for enabling compatibility in the 
sense of a ‘minimal standard’ rather than as an ‘outdated technology’.79 
To emphasize the benefit of the multi-standard mobile phone network set-
ting, ‘UMTS is sometimes marketed as 3GSM, emphasizing the combina-
tion of the 3G nature of the technology and the GSM standard which it was 
designed to succeed.’80

Conclusions

Analysing mobile phone standardization in Europe as a transnational tel-
ecommunications infrastructure, we realize that GSM technology in the 
making is not only based on structures and actors that can be labelled as 
‘European’ but in fact is creating new ‘European’ structures and actors. If 
we compare institutional, organizational and legal settings at the start of 
the process with those once the standard was adopted, we see a completely 
new institutional matrix. This matrix was changed by the important actors 
during the GSM standardization process, who also changed themselves, 
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reinventing and reproducing ‘Europe’. Observing this process shows that, 
while classical analytical categories such as the ‘nation state’, ‘market regu-
lation’ or ‘negotiation analysis’ are fruitful for analytical purposes in the 
GSM case, they have to be combined with questions concerning tensions 
that actors were willing to sustain in co-operation with others within these 
various frameworks.

The Madeira meeting can be seen as a crossroads in European mobile 
phone standardization; policymakers realized that only the vision of a 
common mobile phone market could break the deadlock in the negotia-
tions and lead to a single standard. European mobile phone standardization 
had become an objective of political bargaining and was closely bound to 
the construction of a European market, where regulations would exclude 
other standards. The traditional setting of the mobile phone industries in 
Europe – focusing on national markets – was therefore changed completely 
and actors had to reorientate themselves towards the new GSM setting. As 
German and French officials saw the inescapable outcome of the specifi-
cations negotiations either with or without Franco-German involvement, 
they lifted the issue onto the EC agenda, obviously for their own benefit. 
The French and German activities may be seen as a kind of case study for a 
historical approach to standard negotiations, since not only strategies, but 
also the institutional embedding of the actors, changed during the negotia-
tion process. The strategies of the major national players, namely France, 
Germany, the UK, Italy and the Scandinavian countries, seems to reflect 
changing political agendas, but with consistent preferences. The role of the 
‘minor’ actors such as the Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium, Austria and so 
on seems to be quite ambiguous and needs further research.

Finally, there can be no doubt about the dramatic success of GSM, in 
Europe as well as worldwide. As European Industries have been outper-
formed by Asian and US competitors in the fields of personal computers, 
consumer electronics and semiconductors, digital mobile communications 
is a building block of information technology, in which Europe established 
and retained an important comparative advantage. This comparative 
advantage, however, is the result of a concerted European effort throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s to establish a single market and thus enable econo-
mies of scale in the field of mobile telecommunications. The creation of a 
single technical standard was a prerequisite for such a market. Especially 
the emergent political stage of the EC helped to break the bargaining dead-
lock at the Madeira meeting and – together with the member states’ PTOs/
PTTs – ensured stable co-ordination of the implementation process. On the 
level of discourse, one could argue that the shifting expectations of the 
main protagonists became visible at the moment the name of the Groupe 
Spécial Mobile was changed to Global System for Mobile Communications. In 
1988 this title was far from reality, but today it has become an accurate 
description.
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Eventing Europe: Broadcasting and 
the Mediated Performances of 
Europe
Andreas Fickers and Suzanne Lommers

Introduction

Studying the role of broadcasting in the making of Europe can help to 
emphasize technology’s role as central actor in the story of Europe’s hid-
den integration, and – here’s the other side of the story – its fragmenta-
tion. This chapter aims to study the history of Europe by starting with the 
idea that broadcast communication was the most powerful and influential 
means for both national and transnational communication in the twentieth 
century. The central objective is to problematize Europe as a broadcasting 
space by describing and analysing European radio and television broadcasts 
originating from the International Broadcasting Union and the European 
Broadcasting Union and by questioning their specific contribution to the 
medial construction of European and international communication spaces 
in constantly changing political and cultural environments. In retracing 
both sound and audiovisual broadcast transmissions in the 1920s, 1930s 
and 1950s we will link the development of different broadcast technologies 
(radio and television) to visions of European broadcasting spaces and their 
role in the continuous reinvention of Europe or re-imagination of European 
identities. Starting with an a priori geographical definition of Europe is futile 
given the need to embed the discursive construction of ‘Europe’ into chang-
ing material, legal and institutional maps. Here again, the very nature of 
broadcasting as a transnational or transborder phenomenon with its inevi-
table spillover effects challenges the classic ways of mapping Europe.

To meet the general purpose of this book, that is, to study the nature 
and role of transnational infrastructures in the construction of Europe, we 
follow the threefold conception of infrastructures as material, institutional 
and symbolic interfaces laid out in the introduction. As Badenoch and 
Fickers describe, the discursive construction of Europe, European identities 
and European spaces are most visible in so called European ‘events’. Until 
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recently, events have been favoured objects of study of sociologists interested 
in the ‘extra-ordinary’, in social agency or collective activity transgressing 
the quotidian or routine social behaviour.1 Generally speaking, events as 
social happenings are planned and organized occasions of collective partici-
pation – either mediated or proximate participation. While events originally 
consisted in a bodily and physical experience of an organized happening by 
a larger group of people (think of the Roman circus games lasting several 
days, a medieval conclave or a modern political event such as the Vienna 
congress), modern communication technologies have deeply changed both 
the nature and the experience of social events. The live coverage of events by 
various media technologies has transformed the social situation of the hap-
pening: those who bodily participate have  themselves become the stage for 
the unknown mass of mediated participants. Together they perform what 
Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz have described as ‘media events’. Focusing 
their investigation on television, Dayan and Katz define media events as 
extraordinary experiences of medial participation: ‘Audiences recognize 
them as an invitation – even a command – to stop their daily routines and 
join in a holiday experience. If festive viewing is to ordinary viewing what 
holidays are to the everyday, these events are the high holidays of mass 
communication.’2 While the definition of media events by Dayan and Katz 
has been criticized as being too rigid in its characterization of media events 
as pre-planned and highly stereotyped forms of mediated social interaction,3 
media sociologist Nick Couldry has wondered whether they can be ‘read’ as 
expressions of social order at all or should instead be interpreted as medial 
constructions of collective identities.4

Without entering into the media-theoretical debate about the social or 
medial nature and meaning of media events, we propose to use the concept 
of event as an analytical tool for the study and interpretation of European 
radio and television broadcasts in the 1920s, 1930s and 1950s. In focus-
ing on two IBU radio programme series, ‘Nuits Nationales’ and its successor 
‘Concerts Européens’, and on early Eurovision television programmes organ-
ized by the EBU, we will try to analyse these European broadcast perform-
ances as European events. We view them as events in the sense that they can 
be interpreted as simultaneous enunciations of the material infrastructures 
necessary for the complex technical realization of these transnational trans-
missions, of the organizational efforts involved to co-ordinate the various 
experts involved in both national and international institutions, and finally 
of the symbolic expression and discursive construction of Europeanness in 
the transmitted programmes and their diverse ways of individual and col-
lective appropriation of these codified European meanings.

Proceeding chronologically, we will first present the historical case of the 
IBU radio programmes called ‘Nuits Nationales’, which – starting in 1926 – 
inaugurated a series of monthly broadcast music programmes addressed to 
a Europe-wide audience. In 1931, this initiative was replaced by a new series 
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called ‘Concerts Européens’, which was transmitted on a regular basis until 
1939. While these radio programmes as serial events have contributed to the 
eventing of Europe in sound, the second case study will study the eventing of 
Europe in vision. In contrast to the serial character of the ‘Nuits Nationales’ 
or the ‘Concerts Européens’, early Eurovision programmes were singular 
and mostly live programmes, promoting the idea of television as ‘window 
to the world’ – although a world consisting of a small number of European 
nations participating in the early Eurovision adventures. As we will show 
in the conclusion, the changing programme formats and the varying solu-
tions found to achieve the technical realization of these European broadcast 
events go hand in hand with new conceptions about Europe as a cultural 
communication space. To unpick the forces at work in such infrastructural 
events, we need to see the way in which the material, institutional and sym-
bolic layers of European broadcast infrastructures work together and shape 
each other in a process of mutual co-construction.

Eventing Europe in sound: International radio 
broadcasting in the Interbellum

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s broadcasting grew enormously. Systems of 
wireless transmitters, as well as an international relay infrastructure of wires 
and cables, developed from almost nothing. While wireless communication 
before the Great War mainly consisted of point-to-point communication 
and thereby invented radio as an interactive communication medium, the 
post-war period saw the birth of a new concept of point-to-mass communi-
cation called broadcasting. By 1925 numerous broadcasting organizations 
covered and surpassed national territories with their broadcasts, which were 
sent by means of long and medium waves, while the first experiments with 
short-wave transmission to aim intentionally at foreign audiences began.5 
Often signals interfered and organizations were (un)intentionally jamming 
each other’s broadcasts, a situation that decreased the quality of transmis-
sion. Since these signals were transnational in nature, the explosion in 
broadcasting activities throughout Europe became a problem beyond the 
control of individual nations. The problem also impacted negatively on the 
quality of reception: ‘Reception became torture; the listener suffering con-
stant interference between stations of different countries was the pitiable 
victim of these profligate signals in the form of whistling, grinding, crack-
ing, groaning, which he remembers with horror to this day.’6

On the initiative of Maurice Rambert, President of the Swiss broadcast-
ing organization, ten European broadcasting organizations from Austria, 
Belgium, Czechoslovakia, France, Germany, Great Britain, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Spain and Switzerland established the International Broadcasting 
Union (IBU) in 1925.7 Initially these organizations were mostly private and 
regional in nature, but over the years radio became more widely considered 
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a public utility and most of the IBU members became public organizations. 
Though all its founding members were European, already in its first bro-
chure the IBU stressed: ‘As the majority of these problems, whether techni-
cal, legal or artistic, are of a worldwide character, it is felt that the time has 
come when the benefits arriving from this Union of broadcasters should 
be extended to broadcasters in all countries.’ The IBU thus aimed to create 
a transnational public sphere that was international, worldwide in scope 
rather than European in nature and welcomed extra-European countries 
into its organization. These world-encompassing desires notwithstanding, 
the IBU could not help but first of all focus on Europe and the consider-
able increase in members in the ensuing years mostly came from within 
the European broadcasting zone. Whereas long-distance broadcasting in 
the United States, for instance, could develop rather easily, in Europe it was 
hampered by distinctive systems of administrations and control.8 In order 
to allow functional international broadcasting, and hence a high quality of 
transmission, these distinctive systems needed to be adapted and/or coupled 
by means of international agreements and co-ordination of infrastructure. 
IBU played a key role in this process.

Though the co-ordination of frequency allocations to bring the chaos in 
the European ether to a halt was of primary importance, IBU also wished 
to set up an intense international exchange of programmes over long dis-
tances. On the one hand, international programme exchange would pro-
mote radio with special programmes from other countries in order to seduce 
a group of people who until then had had no interest in radio.9 On the other 
hand, programme exchange would serve the Union’s ideological goal of rap-
prochement and mutual understanding between the peoples by means of 
broadcasting. Seen in the light of the international situation at the time, 
the Union’s ideological goals perfectly matched the aims of the League of 
Nations.10 The creation of mutual understanding would lead to rapproche-
ment between the peoples in Europe and the world and, it was believed, 
would help to build a lasting peace.

In order to establish a satisfactory international long-distance programme 
exchange the Union needed to change the existing technological status 
quo, which did not allow any of these activities. The transmission stations 
in Europe simply lacked the power to allow people to listen in over long 
distances without being bothered by annoying background noises. The 
interception and relaying of programmes over long distances by wireless 
proved ineffective and unsatisfying. Another option, the European long-
distance telephone network, which had been under construction since 
the early 1920s, and in some cases enabled international telephone con-
versations, could not transmit the broad band of frequencies that accom-
panied musical performances. In December 1925 the IBU turned to the 
International Telephone Consultative Committee (CCIF), an advisory body 
of the International Telegraph Union (ITU), to ask them ‘for a systematic 
examination ... of the possibility of creating an international network for 
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telephonic circuits specially suited to the needs of broadcasting’. CCIF 
received the request favourably, and this turned out to be the start of con-
tinuous and long-term co-operation between the two bodies to develop a 
European long-distance telephone network that ensured high-quality trans-
mission of music. In a few years’ time this international circuit of mostly 
cables and some aerial lines carried over poles started to diffuse between the 

Figure 8.1 Office of the International Telegraph Union: Map of circuits specially 
established or available for transmitting music (ITU, Berne: October 1933)

Source: Reproduced with kind permission of the International Telecommunication Union.
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Figure 8.2 Office of the International Telegraph Union: Map of circuits specially 
established or available for transmitting music (ITU, Berne: August 1939)

Source: Reproduced with kind permission of the International Telecommunication Union.
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various European capitals and make connections at national boundaries (see 
Figures 8.1 and 8.2).

National Nights: A first joint effort in international programming

As the technological situation did not allow an international exchange of 
programmes, the IBU, acting on a proposal from the Secretary General of the 
Radio Union S.A. Madrid, found a provisional solution in the form of the so 
called Nuits Nationales, the National Nights.11 Once a month, co-ordinated 
by the IBU, a National Night was to be broadcast all over Europe, bringing 
a high variety of national music and literature from one specific European 
country. Broadcasting, as a result, would enable the people in Europe to get 
to know each other and learn about their similarities and differences. These 
programmes, though completely national in character, served the idea that, 
by stressing not only unity, but also cultural diversity, people would learn to 
understand each other, to stand near to each other in the hope that a peace-
ful Europe (and hence a peaceful world) would be one step closer.12

The National Nights were an improvised solution for a complete lack of 
technological options. There were neither satisfactory technical standards 
to transmit music over long distances in an acceptable quality nor harmo-
nized recording standards. The only possible solution to enable a simultane-
ous transmission of the National Nights throughout the European zone was 
by accurately synchronizing the parallel transmission of the programme by 
the participating national broadcasters, who all shared the same programme 
script, but performed it with their in-house staff (announcers, technicians 
and musicians). As one can easily imagine, creating such a synchronized 
multi-platform performance required an immense organizational effort on 
a transnational level.

But what did the programmes look like? The main idea behind the National 
Nights was that all participating countries were given the opportunity, in 
rotation, to present themselves to the other nations by creating a musical 
programme, reflecting or representing the national spirit, tradition or cul-
ture of the ‘honoured’ country. The country responsible for the National 
Night had to develop its programme in consultation with the national PTT 
Administration. The final programme, including documentation for the 
introductory speeches and promotion material for local newspapers, had 
to be presented to the IBU Office in Geneva six weeks before the broadcast. 
The office then would translate and send the programme, the documenta-
tion and a list of all participating IBU members to the broadcasting stations 
who joined in the National Nights. All participating broadcasting organiza-
tions, as participation happened on a voluntary basis, had to announce the 
National Nights in the local press to attract a widest possible audience.

In fact, each singular National Night in reality was a series of national 
appropriations of the programme created by the country to be presented. 
All participating countries had to perform the National Night according to a 
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script in the language of the honoured country as well as in English, French 
and/or German. Both the announcements and the music that national audi-
ences could hear were performed by the national host (broadcaster) with its 
local artists.13 Since every radio orchestra had its own stylistic and aesthetic 
tradition, their interpretations differed by definition from the performance 
of the original ensemble. Furthermore, each member was free to make nec-
essary modifications to the programme to better suit local needs.14

Not surprisingly, one of the main discussions within the IBU centred on 
the question of quality. What kind of music would fit the quality standards 
of high culture entertainment? How often and when should the programme 
be broadcast in order to reach the desired audience and impact? In gen-
eral the members regarded classical music or short opera pieces, as well as 
national folklore music, as suitable for the National Nights. Light operas, 
by contrast, would go against their intention of creating understanding 
and rapprochement, as these pieces often caricaturized specifics and habits 
of nations. In the view of most members, the repertoire should consist of 
music without too much singing in order to reach the largest audience.15 
Intentions, however, turned out to clash with reality. By the end of 1928, 
Secretary General Arthur Burrows presented a rather depressing summary 
of the first experiences with the National Nights programmes to the respon-
sible IBU Committee on Intellectual, Artistic and Social Rapprochement. 
The last National Nights had attracted very little attention, he summarized: 
only ten member countries out of twenty had participated, coinciding with 
about thirty stations out of 130. The audience reached by the Nights was 
hence a lot smaller than expected. During the meeting, the discussion on 
how to improve the programmes centred on the shortening of the Nights 
rather than on a change of content. Furthermore, Burrows stated that not 
only the broadcasting countries, but also the countries that were being 
honoured, showed a decreasing interest in the Nights. Honoured countries 
provided their programmes and promotion materials too late, which led to 
ignorant mistakes on behalf of the broadcasting countries. Burrows gave a 
painful example: ‘Most of the times the participating countries had to look 
for illustrations representing the particularities of the honoured country; 
as it happens, a famous journal announcing a National Night hosted by 
Switzerland published a photograph of the Mont Blanc [sic!]’16.

In the light of scheduling, initially all members enthusiastically supported 
the idea of a monthly series of National Nights at a fixed date and time, but 
in reality this proved to be extremely problematic. Whereas the IBU was 
trying to invent a new broadcasting tradition, the broadcasting organiza-
tions feared the erosion of the established scheduling and listening rou-
tines of their national audiences. In January 1928, Oscar Czeija, head of the 
Committee on Intellectual, Artistic and Social Rapprochement of the IBU, 
addressed his own Committee to discuss the German and Austrian com-
plaints about the fact that the National Nights schedules clashed with their 
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own traditions. Germany claimed that the Sunday evening programmes 
traditionally addressed a very specific and demanding audience, and in 
Austria listeners had complained that they wanted their favourite local 
programme instead of the National Nights. Sunday evenings had already 
become moments in which German and Austrian families listened to pop-
ular national radio programmes and thereby had established a routinized 
collective radio usage.17 Both the representatives of Germany and Austria 
thought that the National Nights were better to be scheduled on another 
evening.18

Despite these difficulties and declining attention to the programmes at 
the end of the first series in April 1929, the Committee decided to con-
tinue with a second series. Despite remaining problems with the quality of 
sound transmission, the programmes retained their symbolic capital, and 
some countries still wanted to have the honour of organizing their National 
Night. For the second series, the IBU decided on some organizational and 
practical improvements. The transmission dates had to be set far in advance 
and honouring countries needed to contact the principal music and litera-
ture organizations in their countries to discuss the best ways to make a pro-
gramme that matched their own national spirit.19 During the Administrative 
Council meeting in May 1929, the IBU stipulated that each country had to 
appoint a contact person who could deal with all questions regarding the 
organization of the National Nights.20 The second series continued up to 
December 1931, when Portugal had the honour of closing the series.

European Concerts: A truly European programme?

Over the course of the two seasons of National Nights, Europe-wide broad-
casting infrastructures diffused steadily on the continent, co-ordinated by 
the IBU. The wireless network had increased considerably throughout the 
second half of the 1920s, from 170 transmission stations in 1926 to 230 
in 1930. After 1930, technical developments enabled the construction of 
high-power stations that considerably improved the quality of the transmis-
sions but at the same time inaugurated a constant increase of transmitter 
power.21 These developments in wireless radio also strengthened the IBU’s 
intent to exchange programmes internationally and to relay specific pro-
grammes over all of Europe, enabling people to listen simultaneously to 
the same programme. The programmes were relayed over the European 
long-distance telephone network, and on arrival would be coupled with the 
transmitting stations of the member organizations. The members would 
then send the broadcast over the local frequencies and enable the audi-
ence to listen to foreign programmes via their home channel. Construction 
of the international long-distance relay network throughout the second 
half of the 1920s developed steadily. By 1927, in several parts of Europe, 
experiments headed off with the exchange of music, especially with sym-
phonic concerts. These joint efforts between several national broadcasting 
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organizations and national PTT Administrations were not meant to build 
bilateral links, but aimed explicitly at extending the effort throughout 
the entire European zone.22 Central Europe took the lead when Germany, 
Austria and Czechoslovakia met in 1927 on the initiative of Poland. After 
some initial tests, regular experimental relays started in spring 1928.23 By 
1929 Hungary and Yugoslavia had joined them.24 In the meantime, Great 
Britain, Belgium and Germany took the initiative to develop international 
relaying in Western Europe by linking London to Berlin via Belgium. By 
1928 relays from London had extended to Liège and Cologne, and no less 
than two years later the network had developed into the Netherlands and 
throughout the whole of Germany. In 1931 the network extended into 
France and Scandinavia, and Italy was connected to Austria.25

The IBU got heavily involved, either officially or unofficially, in both the 
Western and Central European initiatives. On the one hand, IBU repre-
sentatives were present at the various meetings. On the other hand, many 
IBU people had hybrid identities, performing important tasks within the 
IBU and within their national broadcasting organization. Oscar Czeija, 
for instance, head of IBU’s Committee on Intellectual, Artistic and Social 
Rapprochement, was also Director of the Austrian broadcasting organiza-
tion, one of the initiators of the Central European initiative. In the end, 
the people who jointly constructed the European broadcasting network 
were a small group of people of engineers, diplomats and intellectuals, who 
shared similar dreams and who in their national and international func-
tions worked to make it happen. As Léonard Laborie and Suzanne Lommers 
have recently put it, the European Concerts were an attempt to translate a 
diplomatic metaphor into a radio message.26

In October 1930 the programme directors of both the Western and 
Central European initiatives gathered for a meeting under the auspices 
of the International Relay Committee. Mr Chamiec, the committee’s 
president and president of Polskie Radjo as well, headed the meeting and 
decided that the two initiatives should be coupled such that straightfor-
ward co-operation would lead to the complete unification of both groups. 
Furthermore, the programme directors agreed that a series of concerts of 
the highest quality should be broadcast each month at fixed dates when 
all participants would be able to relay the concerts. These concerts carried 
the name European Concerts, and were to become ‘un évènement artistique 
d’importance européenne’ – an artistic performance of European importance 
and high representative value.27

The European Concerts were made ‘with the aim of spreading the notion 
of radio’s usefulness and making the public understand that there exist cer-
tain manifestations of art that can unite all European listeners’.28 As with the 
National Nights, the Member organizations had to organize the European 
Concerts in rotation. Though not a legal obligation, participation in these 
concerts was considered a moral obligation. In those places in Europe where 
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the international long-distance relay network fell short, short-wave broad-
casting could form an important supplement to the telephone network, the 
council decided.29 Countries could only participate provided their technical 
conditions were sufficient to allow high-quality broadcasts. Furthermore, 
the council observed, the interest of the audience, to a large part, depended 
on the programme contents. The council preferred the organizers to focus 
on popular oeuvres of high quality rather than on symphonic concerts of 
long duration. Only by attracting a large mass of people would the European 
Concerts be able to respond to the Union’s ideal of uniting the peoples in 
Europe by means of music, the universal language.30

Despite the high symbolic capital of the project, the organization of the 
European Concerts encountered similar difficulties as the National Nights 
had faced before. First, the concerts often lasted too long and audiences 
lost interest. Secondly, organizers often announced their concerts too late, 
thus excluding some countries from participation. After the initial decision 
to stop the European Concerts in 1934 and replace them with a new type 
of European or international programme,31 in 1935 the programme direc-
tors decided that the European Concerts in fact best represented the aims 
of the Union and that the problem mainly resulted from the medium and 
the message being out of balance.32 They claimed that ‘if radio becomes 
nothing but remains just a means of reproducing applied music and there-
fore an expression of a primitive amusement (dance, appeasing unconscious 
senses) it would do little justice to its high technical value’.33 The council 
adopted a resolution that stated that the European Concerts should con-
tinue, but in a shortened one-hour format with a relay every six weeks. The 
programmes could contain both classical and modern oeuvres of all genres, 
as long as they were of a high quality and represented the national charac-
ter of the country. Unlike the first series, IBU members were now obliged to 
participate.34

In retrospect, the European Concerts were broadcast with great regular-
ity from 1931 until 1939, and, in total, twenty-eight European countries 
 organized a concert.35 Throughout the first half of the 1930s, the IBU 
intensely worked to establish short-wave intercontinental connections 
with North and South America, Japan, Australia and the various European 
dominions and colonies. The intention was to organize common European 
programmes and to enable a dialogue between personalities in the various 
European and non-European territories.36 Despite all the technical difficul-
ties and cultural challenges mentioned earlier, it seems that most of these 
intentions were achieved over the course of the 1930s.

The European Concerts were a unique concept enabled by the construc-
tion of an international long-distance relay network that was built in the 
years 1927–31 and that continuously diffused throughout Europe and the 
world until 1939. The European Concerts aimed to create a sense of live-
ness and shared immediacy amongst their audience. The concerts, though 
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received over the audience’s home stations, were explicitly announced as 
European broadcasts and were easily recognized as ‘foreign’. They were 
announced in two languages, in French and in the language of the country 
that relayed them. Furthermore, the names of all participating countries, 
rather than the names of the stations, were announced.37 These serial events 
shaped European experiences by creating an imagined community of listen-
ers all over Europe and by stimulating a virtual dialogue between transmit-
ted and received visions of a European communication space.

Eventing Europe in vision: The early days of Eurovision

Cold War politics: The foundation of OIRT and EBU

As mentioned above, the IBU was founded in 1925 in response to the explo-
sive rise of broadcasting stations in the world.38 Because of the unhindered 
radiation of radio waves, the ‘chaos of the ether’ became a serious problem 
for international broadcasting. The creation of the IBU can be interpreted as a 
successful example of self-regulation in international policy. In a free process 
of rule-making, all broadcasting nations established a kind of ‘ether police’, 
controlling the keeping of the frequency plans agreed upon.39 The choice 
of Geneva as legal seat of the IBU was only one little allusion to the politi-
cal self-definition of the IBU as a ‘United Nations of Broadcasters’. Despite 
the initial success of one of the first non-governmental organizations, the 
close interrelation between broadcasting and politics made  co-operation in 
times of rising political extremism more and more difficult. Like its model 
the League of Nations, all the good intentions of the IBU broke down dur-
ing the Second World War. The German army even used the material of the 
technical centre of the IBU in Brussels for bugging activities. At the end of 
the war, the IBU was reduced to a small circle of German-friendly countries 
and therefore unacceptable to most of its original founders.40

Although the Technical Centre in Brussels took up its activities under the 
lead of the Belgian Institut National de Radiodiffusion (INR) and the BBC, a 
heated debate about the future of the IBU began. The driving force of this 
debate was the Soviet Union, which, during an informal meeting of the IBU 
in March 1946, surprisingly proposed the foundation of a new international 
broadcasting organization, in which each of its member republics would 
have a vote. Only a few weeks later, this proposition led to the foundation 
of the Organisation Internationale de Radiodiffusion (OIR, later OIRT including 
television) with legal seat in Brussels. Even though the powerful BBC and 
the Scandinavian countries prevented the dispersal of the IBU, the broad-
casting landscape was divided de facto. Finally, in May 1950, after some 
years of bitter competition, the IBU was officially broken up. Following an 
 initiative of the BBC, a new ‘western’ counterpart of the OIR was founded 
with the name of ‘European Broadcasting Union’ (EBU). As Rüdiger Zeller 
says in his history of the EBU, the foundation of the EBU was ‘the result of 
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the splitting of Europe in an eastern and western block’.41 At the beginning 
of the television age in the early 1950s, the European television landscape 
offered the image of a politically divided and technically fragmented conti-
nent. Despite this sober picture of the European television landscape, some 
rays of hope rose up to the European television sky in the early 1950s. Under 
these rays of hope, the light of one star shone with great promise: the star 
of ‘Eurovision’.

From Neuro- to Eurovision or the French–British ‘entente cordiale’?

In an article of the ‘Evening Standard’ from 5 November 1951, the British 
journalist George Campey wrote down his visions about the future of televi-
sion in Europe and gave them the easily remembered headline ‘Eurovisions’.42 
The real father of the idea of a systematic television programme exchange 
on a European level, however, was the Swiss Marcel Bezençon. Already at 
the second meeting of the advisory board of the newly founded EBU, he pre-
sented a paper developing his thoughts about future programme exchange. 
As the minutes of this meeting show, some doubts were expressed about his 
proposal, especially from the juridical committee. They feared legal prob-
lems caused by international copyright.43 But the technicians hurried on 
ahead of jurists and civil servants, and it was the Franco-British alliance of 
RTF and BBC officials that took the lead.

In August 1950, technicians of the British Broadcast Corporation and 
the Radiodiffusion & Télévision Françaises conducted the so-called ‘Calais 
Experiment’, the first ever transnational live transmission of television 
pictures (see Figure 8.3). On 27 August, 100 years almost to the day after 
the first submarine telegraph cable was laid, a one-hour variety pro-
gramme called ‘Calais en Fête’ was carried by means of four lightweight 
micro-wave radio links in tandem from Calais to London.44 While the 
French ‘offered’ Calais as a symbolic location for this bilateral endeavour,45 
the BBC and the British radio industry provided the complete technical 
infrastructure.46 As an engineering press statement from the BBC stated, 
the broadcast was ‘the culmination of much painstaking research and 
experiment by the BBC’s engineers and the British radio manufacturers’. 
Especially the 65 km leap across the Channel presented special problems 
to the engineers, as the television signals received at Dover fluctuated with 
changes in the weather and the tides, and was even affected by the passage 
of ships through the Strait.47

The Calais experiment had demonstrated the technical feasibility of a 
trans-Channel television transmission, but the enterprise had been – at least 
on the technical level – a purely British one and the programme could only 
be watched by viewers on the Island. The next step, therefore, was to create 
a real transnational programme, connecting Paris and London in a two-way 
link. For this purpose, an ‘Anglo-French Television Liaison Committee’ was 
founded shortly after the Calais experiment, which consisted of television 
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experts from both the BBC and the RTF. The main preoccupation of this 
Committee soon became the planning and realization of a programme that 
‘would be of interest to both the French and British audiences with a dou-
ble commentary in French and English and equal credits to both RTF and 
BBC’.48 From a technical point of view, the BBC was without doubt the sen-
ior partner in this experiment, while the development of a television infra-
structure in France proved to be rather problematic.49

Despite this mismatch on the technological balance of power of the two 
nations, the ‘Paris-week’ of 1952 proved to be an impressive joint venture of 
the two public services. Between 8 and 14 July, eighteen programmes were 
originated in Paris and seen, simultaneously, by viewers in both France and 
the United Kingdom (See Figure 8.5).50 As the map in Figure 8.4 shows, a 
chain of relays linked not only Paris with London, but also the British capi-
tal with British heartlands and the major Scottish cities. 

The mutual praise in testimonies by RTF and BBC officials after the 1952 
‘Paris-week’ show that both the British and the French saw themselves 
as the pioneering engine of a coming European television era. In a letter 
from the Director General of the BBC to his French counterpart, Wladimir 
Porché, William Haley confessed: ‘I’m sure that in the years to come this 

Figure 8.3 Richard Dimbleby in Calais, 1 August 1950

Source: EBU Archives.
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Figure 8.4 Map of the first Franco-British television relay, 1952

Source: EBU Archives.
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Figure 8.5 British–French co-operation as expressed on the cover of the Radio Times, 
6–12 July 1952
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joint effort between RTF and the BBC will become an historic landmark in 
the progress of broadcasting, and we are pleased and proud that it should 
have been jointly undertaken between two such comrades in arms as the 
Radiodiffusion et Télévision Françaises and the BBC.’51 In his reply two days 
later, Porché admitted that this performance was the most memorable and 
substantial ever realized by the RTF, and shared Haley’s pride in France and 
Great Britain being the motor of European collaboration on television mat-
ters. However, technicians and programme controllers involved articulated 
clear doubts about the aesthetic quality of the programmes and the nature 
of the French–British collaboration. Cecil McGivern, controller of BBC 
television, noted that ‘there was little of the recent Paris/London week in 
which we could take real pleasure,’52 and BBC head of outside broadcasts, 
Peter Dimmock, sharply criticized that ‘circumstances made it quite impos-
sible for me to exercise much authority and leadership in connection with 
the programmes.’ And with a petition for historical mercy he ended: ‘All 
in all, it was a heartbreaking experiment but I sincerely hope that if a long 
term view is taken it will have been considered worthwhile.’53 In a slightly 
conciliatory tone, Richard Dimbleby, who had already officiated as BBC pre-
senter in the Calais experiment, confessed: ‘I hope, next time – if there is a 
next time – that a great many of our initial troubles will have been righted. I 
think that everyone on our side worked tremendously hard under unbeliev-
able difficulties. I was rather doubtful in the first few days whether we were 
straining the entente cordiale a little too far but I think that a friendly last 
night proved that we have made many friends among the French.’54

Despite these serious criticisms from the BBC staff, the ‘Calais-Experiment’ 
and the ‘Paris-week’ had demonstrated the feasibility of a bilateral television 
programme and thereby backed Bezançon’s plans for a regular television 
programme exchange organized by the EBU. But the vision of ‘Eurovision’ 
needed another impulse to break through. This impulse was the corona-
tion of Queen Elizabeth II in June 1953. For the first time in television his-
tory, an event was broadcast live into five countries: Great Britain, France, 
Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands. From a cultural history perspec-
tive, the effect of this transmission on the public cannot be overestimated. 
The feeling of a ‘televisual participation’ created by the live transmission 
of motion pictures undoubtedly pushed television development all over 
the world.55 An unknown fascination provoked by this ‘window to the 
world’ could be measured everywhere. Although the coronation transmis-
sion had been realized by the national broadcasting institutions of the five 
countries involved and therefore had not been an official EBU activity, 
its effects on the latter were strong.56 As Wolfgang Degenhardt and oth-
ers have shown, the technical expenditure was enormous – especially the 
costly equipment for the line conversion – ‘but the propagandistic effect of 
this pioneer  performance can’t be weighted with money’.57 Without doubt, 
the coronation event shaped a new horizon of televisual expectations in 
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a lot of European countries. At the end of July 1953, a first conference of 
Western European countries on international television relays was hosted 
at the Broadcasting House in London. Representatives of France, Great 
Britain, Western Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and the European 
Broadcasting Union made an evaluation of the coronation experience and 
discussed the future of television programme exchanges in Europe.58 While 
technical problems clearly dominated the debates – especially the problem 
of line standard conversion59 and the possibility of permanent radio links 
between the different countries – the French launched a new programme 
exchange initiative at Christmastime 1953.60

But the French plan proved to be too optimistic. Due to the techni-
cal challenge of creating a two-way transmission network linking the six 
countries involved (the coronation was ‘only’ a one-way transmission from 
London to the other countries), the project was postponed and finally real-
ized as the first EBU Eurovision programme exchange in the summer of 
1954.61 The first European television exchange was the biggest experiment 
in international television collaboration of its time. Over 4,000 kilometres 
of radio circuits linked forty-four relay transmitters in eight countries (Great 
Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium and 
Switzerland). Again, the challenge of line standard conversion and sound 
transmission was enormous. In Breda (NL), a converter point was realized 
for the conversion from either French and Belgian 819-line or British 405-
line pictures to 625 lines. The RTF team in Paris managed the conversion 
from either 625 or 405 lines to 819 lines, while BBC staff in Dover secured 
the conversion from either 625 or 819 lines to the British 405 line standard. 
Because no electronic converter systems existed at that time, the technical 
solution of this problem was to place a 405-, 625- or 819-line camera, respec-
tively, in front of a 405-, 625- or 819-line receiver in order to re-televise the 
picture in the standard of the pick-up tube (camera). As BBC chief engineer 
Edward Pawley remembers in his 1979 retrospect headed ‘Eurovision: Faith 
& Works’, the development of standards converters became a ‘conditio sine 
qua non’ for the whole Eurovision adventure.62

The following description of the journey of a British 405-line picture taken 
in London to different countries of destination might help demonstrate the 
complexity of this endeavour. The programme left London and travelled 
in a series of hops via Wrotham and Dover across the Channel to Cassell, 
France, where it was taken over by the RTF and carried to Lille. Here the pro-
gramme was divided: in one direction it went to Paris for conversion to 819 
lines and distribution on the French network; in the other direction it went 
over a series of links installed in Belgium to Holland. In the Netherlands 
(Breda), the British 405-line picture was converted to the continental stand-
ard of 625 lines and then distributed in one direction to Belgium and in the 
other to the Dutch network and then onwards to Cologne over new relay 
stations especially installed for this purpose. Here the signals joined the 
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Western German TV network and were fed to all the German transmitting 
stations. From Hamburg, a series of special links continued the circuit as far 
north as Copenhagen, while from the southern end of the German network 
near Baden-Baden a link was established to Chasseral, Switzerland. From 
this point the signals travelled to Zurich for transmission on the Swiss net-
work and also separately across Switzerland to Italy, the intermediate relay 
points being on the Jungfrauenjoch and Monte-Generoso before finally 
descending to Milan. At Milan the signals joined the Italian network and 
found their way as far south as Rome.63

But it was not only the pictures that had to travel, but sound too. For 
BBC controller Cecil McGivern, sound transmission was even more compli-
cated due to the different languages involved. Because of the limited band-
width, it was not possible to transmit the voices of commentators of all 
seven countries participating in parallel. At each filming location, only two 
or three commentators were actually on the spot presenting and steering 
the cameramen. For the large majority of programmes, local commentaries 
were added in each of the receiving countries based on the picture seen by 
the commentator on a monitor receiver. To assist the commentator in these 
cases, a ‘guide’ at the programme end passed on information and advice in 
either English or French to the commentator. This – of course – could not be 
heard by the viewers generally.64

The eight-nation Eurovision premiere started on 6 June with a live broad-
cast from the ‘Fete des Narcisses’ in Montreux and ended with the transmis-
sion of the final of the 1954 football world championship in Berne on 4 July. 
Over nearly a month’s period, on 22 days to be exact, viewers could ‘experi-
ence’ – among other things – the Pope addressing them in a welcome speech, 
sporting events (football, Davis Cup, Wimbledon, Athletics, car race in Le 
Mans) or the German socialist youth dancing in Lederhosen around a camp 
fire, or witness the suspense of the famous horse race in Siena, the Palio.

Two months before the start of Eurovision, BBC controller television 
Cecil McGivern held a speech on Eurovision at the Radio Industries Club 
Luncheon in London. ‘When we first, and extremely airily, began to talk 
about an exchange of European programmes,’ he opened his talk, ‘one of 
the television critics coined the word “Eurovision”. The other day a col-
league of mine – one of my bosses – was in my office when I was talking for 
quite a long time to one of the European countries who are going to give us 
some programmes, and when I put down the phone with a worried brow, 
he said: “You shouldn’t call it Eurovision; you should call it Neurovision.” 
I think he is quite correct, for at present the emphasis is much more on the 
nerves than on the vision.’65

Despite this ongoing scepticism, the vision of Eurovision had finally been 
realized. In November 1953, the general meeting of the EBU decided to cre-
ate a regular television programme committee with Marcel Bezançon at its 
head. But, once established, the programme committee saw itself confronted 



244 Andreas Fickers and Suzanne Lommers

with the question of future programme contents of international inter-
est. On an EBU television forum held in Sandpoort in 1954, journalists of 
the eight European countries involved in the Eurovision project had seri-
ous problems finding subjects of common interest, which led one British 
journalist to suggest ironically: ‘Another coronation’!66 While the technical 
accomplishment of Eurovision as a material performance of Europe was gen-
erally celebrated as a historic milestone in television history and European 
integration by both the makers and the public, the programmes themselves 
mainly reflected national partialities and often mirrored stereotyped images 
of national customs and traditions. As Cecil McGivern concluded with a 
hint of desperation in his speech at the Radio Industries Luncheon: ‘Every 
country is typical – France, Versailles and the revue; Germany, the youth 
camp on the Rhine, etc., and it was impossible to get away from that.’67

In spite of the enthusiastic and slightly pathetic rhetoric of EBU officials – 
first and foremost of Eurovision’s first programme director Marcel Bezençon 
and his French colleague Jean d’Arcy – who were busy in promoting the net-
working activities as an important tool in the construction of a European 
identity, the programmes themselves rather reflected the idea of a Europe 
characterized by cultural heterogeneity and national traditions. In 1969, 
Jon McLin, a member of the American Universities Field Staff Inc. (AUFS) 
based in Brussels to report on ‘the re-emergence of Europe as a political 
and social entity’, published a study on Eurovision with the telling subtitle 
‘A modest example of successful European co-operation’. After his prosaic 
depiction of the ‘modest reality’ of Eurovision ‘as a set of administrative and 
technical arrangements’ followed by a short characterization of the princi-
pal programmes handled on Eurovision (sport, news and special events), 
he wondered about the intercultural potential of these kinds of television 
programmes: ‘Encouraging as this growth is to advocates of cultural inter-
change and the growth of a European consciousness, they are sometimes 
dismayed by the program content. Sports – where the participants are fre-
quently national teams and the emphasis thus on international conflict, 
not co-operation – have constantly accounted for a major portion of the 
exchanges, a portion which has at times exceeded 60% and is now on the 
order of 40%.’68 He continued by stressing that the other important pro-
gramme category, the so-called ‘special events’, mainly consisting of corona-
tions, royal weddings and funerals, without doubt create a sense of imagined 
community and shared historical experience, ‘but it is pomp, excitement, 
and immediacy rather than Europeanness which qualifies an event for such 
treatment’, he concluded.69

Conclusion

Starting with the National Nights radio broadcasts in the mid-1920s, this 
article has retraced the various initiatives by the International Broadcasting 
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Union and its post-war Western European successor, the European 
Broadcasting Union, to realize a technical infrastructure, create an organi-
zational platform and function as a promoter for the exchange of radio and 
television programmes on a European and international level. The various 
case studies show an interesting relationship or interconnectivity between 
programme exchange initiatives that have been driven by important 
national actors (both individual and institutional ones) on the one hand, 
and explicitly international European initiatives on the other hand. The 
prosopographic reconstruction of the radio and television networks reveals 
an interesting – and, for historical understanding, important – intersection 
of institutional frames (national broadcast institutions were affiliated to 
international bodies) and overlapping of responsibilities and functions of 
individual actors (Sir Ian Jacob was both Director General of the BBC and 
Head of the EBU). The ‘paramount reality’ of these actors was highly frag-
mented: it was characterized by a continuous tension between the national 
and international, regional and European, collective and private nature of 
broadcast communication and the ambiguous relationship between cir-
culated and appropriated meanings. Without doubt, both the radio and 
the television experts formed a relatively stable group of people, sharing a 
common set of knowledge, cultivating a specific style of intercultural com-
munication and international co-operation.70 Despite evident cultural and 
national differences of the delegates, the institutional frames of the IBU 
and the EBU created a laboratory for the negotiation of a transnational and 
 pan-European communication space.

The examples of the ‘National Nights’, ‘European Concerts’,  pre-Eurovision 
and Eurovision television exchanges have shown that the changing material 
performances of broadcasting technology (especially on the transmitting 
side) have been paralleled by changing medial dispositifs and a continuous 
reinvention of the European broadcast space. While the ‘National Nights’ – 
lacking technical alternatives – were nationally appropriated or interpreted 
performances of Europe as planned and imagined by a member country 
of the IBU (the honoured or represented nation), the ‘European Concerts’ 
for the first time in European history created moments of simultaneously 
shared listening experiences all over Europe. The ‘liveness’ of the ‘European 
Concerts’ (same date, same time, and same programme) had a different 
nature or authentic quality compared with the ‘Nuits Nationales’ (same 
date, same time, same programme script but performed by a national or 
regional broadcaster). Despite these differences in the ‘ontological’ status of 
the broadcasts, both programmes had an explicitly serial character, which 
distinguishes them from the unique televisual events in the early 1950s.71 
The ‘Calais-experiment’, the ‘Paris week’ as well as the coronation and first 
Eurovision television exchanges can claim the same ‘ontological’ status as 
the ‘European Concerts’: they were all broadcast live and thereby enabled 
the construction of an imagined European community. But their singular 
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and non-regular nature made them extraordinary performances of Europe – 
or better: of a Europe limited to the nations participating in these experi-
mental transnational television exchanges, but with a clear aspiration to be 
an instrument of European integration. As Marcel Bezençon formulated it 
in 1964: ‘Eurovision must not be just a toy, but an instrument as well. An 
instrument to be used for what purpose? To build Europe, for example!’72

All the programme initiatives discussed above were promoted as great 
European ventures by IBU and EBU officials. But a closer look behind the 
scenes – especially at the minutes and notes of some of the technicians 
and engineers involved – has revealed a more nuanced and sometimes less 
enthusiastic image. While the pro-European rhetoric often speaks out of 
the official sources, the programmes themselves confront us with narra-
tives peppered with hints of national rhetoric and cultural differences. The 
programmes often mirror a concept of Europe that might best be character-
ized as the ‘diversity in unity’ model. The term ‘Eurovision’ was for sure the 
most successful invention and strongest promoter of a European television 
space – but it conceals the tricky reality of an often fragmented European 
television landscape (different line standards) and the sometimes overt 
nationalist impregnation of the programmes. But it is exactly this tension 
between vision and reality, circulated and appropriated meanings, integrat-
ing and fragmenting forces that makes the study of Europe as a constantly 
de- and reconstructed, linked and de-linked, boosted and jammed broadcast 
space so worthwhile.
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Biography 6: The Radio Station Scale: 
A Materialized European Event
Andreas Fickers

[ ... ] I am down on my knees / At the wireless knobs / I am down on 
my knees / At those wireless knobs / Telefunken, Telefunken / And 
I’m searching for Luxembourg, Luxembourg, Athlone, Budapest, 
AFN, Hilversum, Helvetia [ ... ]

In his song ‘In the days before Rock’n Roll’, the Irish songwriter Van 
Morrison conjures, in a slightly ‘technostalgic’ mood, his sensations when 
turning the radio dial in search of rock’n roll sounds. ‘Without those wire-
less knobs,’ he sings, ‘Fats did not come in [ ... ], Elvis did not come in [ ... ] 
Nor Fats, nor Elvis / Nor Sonny, nor Lightning / Nor Muddy, nor John Lee’. 
Illuminated station scales have engraved themselves as imagined world 
maps in the collective memory of a whole radio generation. Although Van 
Morrison primarily reflects on the radio as an ‘ear to the world’ and medium 
of cultural modernization, the song starts with the description of the bod-
ily interaction with the radio as an intimate companion, and – even more 
interesting for our purpose – he enumerates a number of radio stations listed 
on his radio scale. As most of the European stations in long and medium 
waves bore the names of the cities or places of transmission, radio station 
scales read like atlases of European broadcasting landscapes. Metaphorically 
speaking, station scales became a roadmap and timetable for the journey 
through the ether – each frequency point mutated into a ‘station’, inviting 
the listener to dwell for a while. Looking at the dial was an open invita-
tion to an imagined ether voyage, where London, Paris, Oslo and Hilversum 
were just a little turn away from each other. Station scales evoked to the 
radio listener – who was a radio watcher too – a mental map, which could 
only be decoded by the listener himself. Turning the dial was an act of sym-
bolically appropriating the world.

The development and introduction of the calibrated station scale marked 
an important innovation both in the technical improvement of the receiver 
and in radio design. While the regulation of the European broadcasting 
space was a crucial precondition for the development of calibrated station 
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Figure B6.1 Top: Early radio station scale developed by the French 
 inventor–entrepreneur Joseph-Louis Routin in 1929. His patents were bought in 1930 
by Telefunken, which produced receivers based on Routin’s invention under the label 
of ‘Autoscala’ from 1931 on (bottom). Both pictures originate from the archives of 
the Deutsches Technikmuseum in Berlin, signature: DTM, Historisches Archiv, III, 2, 
sog. Firmenschriften, Nr. 51641.
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scales (see the chapter ‘Eventing Europe’ in this volume), the creation of 
the dial was no minor challenge for the radio industry. Because of the rela-
tive neighbourhood of a lot of stations in the narrow frequency bands, a 
complicated mechanical construction was necessary in order to produce the 
optical illusion of a scale with evenly spread stations. The conversion of a 
turning movement on the station selection knob into an automatic fine-
tuning of the electrical circuits was a real masterpiece of electromechanical 
handcraft. The optical solution of this problem reminds us of the invention 
of non-scaled maps for the London underground railroads by the electri-
cal engineer Henry Beck in 1933. The new underground map developed by 
Beck owed its success to its simplicity and clearness, constructing a symbolic 
proximity or connection of the suburbs with the city centre. Instead of a 
realistic representation of the scary immenseness of Greater London, it con-
verted the real geographical distance into an invitation to the city.

In a very similar way, the station scale reduced the seemingly endless 
wideness of the ether to a recognizable topography of European cities. In a 
process of acoustic networking of the world, the radio set manifested itself 
as both a material and symbolic representation of the broadcasting space. 
While the visual appropriation of the broadcast landscape by the way of 
the station scale was the result of the abstract topographies of transmission 
locations on the body of the receiver, the symbolic appropriation of the 
broadcast reality resulted from the complex interplay of the haptic and the 
hearing sense, producing a feeling of both bodily and mental discovery of, 
and participation in, the world.

With the emergence of broadcasting, the process of spatial and communica-
tive networking of the world acquired a new quality. While all kinds of traf-
fic routes, electricity, telephone and telegraph cables left visible traces in the 
private and public spaces, wireless broadcasting heralded the age of the invis-
ible but audible networking of the world. The radio complemented the increas-
ing possibilities in transportation and travel and invited people to stay home 
and travel with their minds. As René Schikele, a German radio critic, put it in 
an article called ‘Paneuropa der Sender’ (Paneurope of transmission stations) 
in 1931, even the farmer in the Black Forest became connected to the world: 
‘Today,’ he reasoned, ‘you can be lonesome without losing the world.’
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9
From Sea to Shining Sea. Making 
Ends Meet on the Rhine and 
the Rhone
Cornelis Disco

Nowadays, by the terms of the peace that has been made, the big-
gest European rivers have been internationalized, have been with-
drawn from exclusive rule by single nations and been opened to 
ships of all flags. ... The Rhine too is one of these rivers. It is the 
major artery connecting inner Europe to the North Sea. But by vir-
tue of its upper reaches it also belongs to the chain of canals that 
might connect inner Europe to the Mediterranean and Black Seas. 
That is telling if we believe in a common spirit in Europe which is 
only waiting to take the offensive in actually realizing these pos-
sibilities, which today exist only as projects.1

Reclaiming the Rhine

This hopeful remark, written in 1920 by the German social critic Alfons 
Paquet, suggests that a ‘common spirit in Europe’ could ‘take the offen-
sive’ in realizing waterways over both of Europe’s continental divides. 
As a German, Paquet conceived of these as extensions of the Rhine – via 
 watershed-spanning canals into the basins of the Rhone and of the Danube. 
In this chapter I want to take a closer look at this ‘common spirit,’ particu-
larly at whether it was merely an ideological pose to cloak what were essen-
tially local or national projects in transcontinental European grandeur, or 
whether it was in fact a material force in promoting visions of such water-
ways and the projects to realize them. I will address this question by consid-
ering two visions of a waterway spanning the continental divide between 
the Rhine and Rhone basins. The first is the actually accomplished French 
Canal du Rhône au Rhin connecting the Rhine via the so-called ‘Burgundian 
Gate’ to the Rhone basin. The second is the envisioned, but never built, 
German–French–Swiss ‘transhelvetique’ over the Hochrhein via the River 
Aare and Geneva and on to the Haut Rhône. Both projects penetrate the 
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‘European’ watershed dividing the Rhine and the Rhone, which can be 
held to ‘connect’ the North and Mediterranean Seas via a trans-European 
waterway, and thus provide an interesting comparison (See Figure 9.1). One 
was accomplished as an explicitly national project (though with European 
overtones) while the other was steeped in transnational imaginings from 
the first; one was a more or less routine challenge in hydraulic and political 
engineering while the other was dauntingly innovative in both respects.

I will examine what motivated the actors in both cases to envision the 
projects they did when they did, and what stories they told themselves and 
others in order to realize the projects or even just to aggrandize them by 

Figure 9.1 European Rivers and Waterways showing existing and projected 
 waterways (dotted lines) as of 1975, almost all of them with the same status as in 
1947

Note: The Rhine is the physically and economically central artery for east–west and  north–south 
links, but embedded in international tensions. In 1927–9 the Rhine carried 60 million tons, the 
Danube 3 million tons, and the Rhone only 300,000 tons.

Source: H. Wanner, ‘Bedeutung der internationalen Rheinschiffahrt und Zukunftsprobleme 
nach Eröffnung der Rhone-Rhein- und der Rhein-Main-Donau Verbindung’, Wasser und 
Energiewirtschaft, sonderheft Rhein 67(5/6), p. 191.
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framing them as part of a grander scheme. It is important to emphasize that 
effectively – that is, seductively – imagining a new waterway always means 
imagining it as an augmentation of an established – or presumptively estab-
lished – network of waterways, railways and roads; which, being subject to 
many masters, is itself dynamic and unpredictably so. The imagined link may 
even anticipate the network’s actual development in the sense that its propo-
nents may simply postulate a probable future state of the network to which 
the new link is a sensible augmentation. But, by dint of this very imaginary 
making sense in a putative future network, it may paradoxically bring that 
network closer to realization. Other actors may see the new imaginary link as 
sufficient motivation to expand or upgrade portions of the existing network 
in ‘its’ direction. It is only in connection with and in relation to this existing 
system of links and the heterogeneous actors behind them that the new link 
takes on meaning and becomes a project to which more actors can commit 
themselves. To understand this we must make a brief detour into the ‘meta-
physics’ of imagining (transnational) waterways across continental divides.

Envisioning waterways

In their programmatic call to study European infrastructural networks as 
transnational projects and accomplishments, Erik van der Vleuten and Arne 
Kaijser argue for special attention to visionary transnational infrastructures.2 
Though this is certainly laudable, there is an ambiguity in the idea that 
some projects are visions (or visionary) and others are not, perhaps depend-
ing on the level of ambition, that is, how divorced from ‘reality’ they are. I 
would, however, take Bruno Latour’s point that imaginings and visions are 
an essential feature of any technological project, and, I would add, a fortiori 
of transnational waterways. Latour argues:

If one thinks of a ‘social network,’ misinterpretation is assured inasmuch 
as the networks deployed by the sociologist of innovation mix many 
actors of which very few possess a human form. If one thinks of a ‘tech-
nical network,’ the misapprehension is no less great, because the configu-
rations are again not simply the objects, but just as much the projects, the 
dreams, the attempts, the societies themselves.3

So, aside from characteristically encouraging us to confuse humans and 
non-humans in analysing technological projects, Latour is also encourag-
ing us to confuse visions and practice. Reality emerges somewhere between 
dreaming and doing. But, with this said, we will also want to make some 
distinctions in styles of doing and styles of dreaming. In the first place we 
should discuss the difference between envisioning national and transna-
tional infrastructures. In the second place, we must clarify what is entailed 
in imagining new inland waterways, especially ones that span watersheds. 
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This will put us in a position to consider how, in the case of the two Rhine–
Rhone linkages, the vision of a transnational watershed-spanning waterway 
has involved different, and in fact much more heterogeneous, actors, inter-
ests, strategies and gambles than the vision of a national watershed-span-
ning waterway – despite the fact that in both cases claims were being made 
about bridging European and uniting seas.

Taking Latour’s point about the importance of ‘dreams’ and ‘societies’ in 
constituting technologies, it stands to reason that if the ‘society’ in ques-
tion (and its ‘dreams’) refers to a nation state the dynamics will be different 
than if they refer to a transnational community. To envision an improved 
infrastructure is to imagine new orders of economy, space, community and 
identity, and this involves different socio-logics according to whether these 
imaginings refer to reconfigurations within a nation state or within and 
among some community of sovereign nation states. For our purposes, per-
haps the most concise way to express this difference is that it involves differ-
ent orders of risk and uncertainty and hence more or less extreme gambles. 
Because transnational visions by definition transcend the co-ordinating 
powers of national governments, they acquire something of the structure 
of a prisoners’ dilemma. From the point of view of the government of any 
specific nation state the question is always: what is the likelihood that other 
actors and nations involved in the imagined infrastructure (actors largely 
beyond one’s control) will do their part in realizing the imagined infrastruc-
ture? In other words, what is the likelihood that one’s own efforts to realize 
the vision will not be in vain or will not simply encourage passivity and 
free-riding? Michèle Merger and her co-editors hit this nail squarely on the 
head when they subtitled their volume on European transnational networks 
‘which wagers?’ (Quels Enjeux?)4

The dilemma arises from the fact that national or local governments 
have invariably been the agents of ‘transnational’ projects. Hence, how-
ever extended and transnational the imagined networks may be, they have 
always come into being by a process of accretion of piecemeal national deci-
sions and projects. Aligning these national actors into a single vision of a 
transnational network is only possible by mobilizing them on the basis of 
manifest self-interest, but even then the readiness to act is always contingent 
on expectations that other actors will in fact do their part in order to realize 
the full synergetic benefits of the transnational network. Building transna-
tional infrastructures inevitably involves taking a gamble on whether others 
will also do their parts to realize the synergetic effects of full participation, 
which economists call ‘network effects’.5 Existing works on transnational 
infrastructures (including those assembled here) attest to this double bind, 
despite the co-ordinating efforts of transnational bodies such as the Central 
Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine, the League of Nations, the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe and the various predeces-
sors of the present-day European Union.
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In the history of European infrastructures, comprehensive European-scale 
visions of future transport networks, such as the project for a  trans-European 
highway network put forth by Piero Puricelli in the late 1920s, actually 
appear to have been rather exceptional occurrences.6 Imaginings – and cer-
tainly actual executions – tended more often to centre on providing ‘miss-
ing links’ or eliminating specific bottlenecks in existing (transnational) 
transport networks. These imaginings and projects at sub-European levels, 
indeed, sometimes even restricted to the commercial elite of a single city or 
region, imagined and sometimes even produced European networks despite 
themselves. Such dynamics underlie what Misa and Schot refer to as the ‘hid-
den integration’ of Europe.7 It is the production of transnational transporta-
tion infrastructure as it were ‘behind the backs’ of the actors themselves, 
that is, an emergent Europe not explicitly envisioned in the imaginings and 
plans of network-builders – at least not as more than ‘wishful thinking’.

To the extent one can speak of a continental European network of inland 
waterways, one must indeed conclude that it has developed in a thoroughly 
piecemeal fashion, albeit frequently in the context of emergent (and always 
tentative) national waterway plans. What exists is in any case not (yet) the 
outcome of any kind of transnational or European superplan.8 That cer-
tainly holds for the Rhine–Rhone linkages, which are our present concern. 
However, while the literature shows that this hardly distinguishes the devel-
opment of networks of inland waterways from the development of other 
kinds of transnational networks in continental Europe, such as those devoted 
to flows of energy, goods, people or information, waterways networks have 
certain geographic and economic peculiarities that bear mentioning here. 
Geographic and economic aspects are of course fused in practical visions 
and projects, but it is useful to distinguish them.

The essential geographical difference between waterways and overland 
transport rests on the fact that water is a fluid and seeks the lowest pos-
sible level, that is, it flows downhill due to gravity unless retained by sills 
or artificial dams. This is the origin of rivers and lakes and also the reason 
why it is so difficult and expensive to make navigable waterways through 
accidental-terrain. In their uphill reaches rivers tend to flow fast and shal-
low through rocky beds; building artificial waterways through hilly terri-
tory and ipso facto across watersheds necessitates facilities for retaining the 
water, while allowing ships passage, such as double-gated locks or boat-lifts. 
Both the poorer navigability of rivers in their upper reaches and the toil 
and expense of extending the navigable network into elevated regions by 
means of canals explains why inland navigation networks originally devel-
oped from the lower and generally more navigable reaches of rivers and only 
gradually moved upstream and uphill.

If indeed ‘upstream the course of empire takes its way,’ it does not do so 
of its own accord. It is the outcome of human struggles with rivers and ter-
rain, and it is not surprising that the interests and capabilities of the actors 
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concerned should differ according to their position along the (proposed) 
watercourses, primarily their relative upstream–downstream position, but 
also in some cases their location on right or left banks. In general, and cer-
tainly with the rivers we are dealing with here, navigability deteriorated 
(became less capacious, less profitable and less reliable) as one went fur-
ther upstream.9 Hence, the extension of navigability was always of interest 
for downstream actors, such as the Dutch on the Rhine, inasmuch as it 
extended their markets to new upstream hinterlands. However, particularly 
when different nations or states were involved, downstream actors had lit-
tle or no authority to actually undertake the upstream engineering projects 
necessary to improve navigation. They were ‘committed spectators’ who 
had a clear and present interest, but who could only voice that interest and 
try to represent it as the interest of the whole or as the inevitable course of 
history in the hope that upstream actors would take up the challenge.

But what of these upstream actors? What, in an abstract and generic sense, 
was their interest? Inasmuch as water transport and access to seaports could 
cheapen essential commodities, they too would have an economic interest 
in joining up with mainline downstream navigation. Chambers of com-
merce, parliaments and trade associations would press their governments to 
make the necessary investments – at least insofar as the navigational state of 
the art or river engineering made their visions feasible.

However, in practice matters were always more complicated. ‘Upstream’ 
is always relative to some ‘downstream’, but it by no means precludes a yet 
further ‘upstream’. What this boils down to is that we must conceive of the 
production of mainline navigability on a river – and the Rhine is almost an 
ideal type – as taking place at a front which moves upstream in the course 
of time. At any given moment there will be downstream actors, actors at the 
dynamic front, and actors upstream of the front. They will have different 
interests in relation to further progress and different capacities to realize 
that progress. The downstream actors are almost by definition committed 
to improving navigability further upstream. At the very least they are ‘com-
mitted spectators’ and will egg on the actors at the front to do their bit. Post-
Second World War Dutch commentators like Van Looveren, who pleaded for 
extending the Rhine’s navigability up to Lake Constance (and beyond), are 
typical.10 The actors at the front and just downstream of the front, who are 
investing both in river engineering and in outfitting their harbours, have 
an ambiguous interest in maintaining the new status quo. On the one hand 
they can make good on their investments by establishing a monopoly posi-
tion as ‘head of navigation’ 11. On the other hand, their port and portion of 
the waterway they command only increases in value with the extension of 
‘normal’ navigation further upstream.

Whether upstream regions can be economically serviced by the head of 
navigation depends on the capacity and condition of alternative modes 
of transport, especially railways but also including ‘substandard’ shipping 
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adapted to the upstream stretches. Upstream of this active front where the 
head of navigation and its regional supporters are located there are also 
actors who have a generic interest in circumventing the monopoly position 
of the head of navigation and establishing direct links with mainline down-
stream shipping. Unfortunately, the readiness and freedom of governments 
to invest in the necessary river improvements seems to decrease proportion-
ately to the increase in technical difficulties and costs as one goes further 
upstream. Cities and regions far from navigable waterways may well lobby 
against committing national tax moneys to further the particular interests 
of riparian port cities at the general expense, especially where alternate and 
more democratic means of transport like roads and railways are available.

Governments’ reticence to invest in improving waterways is greatest 
with respect to the actors furthest upstream, those on the watershed itself. 
They must wait for the active front of navigational improvements to come 
close enough so that it even makes sense for their governments to invest 
in improvements to the upstream stretches under their purview. Until that 
time, these most upstream actors can also only be ‘committed spectators’, 
urging actors at or just upstream of the navigational front to persevere in 
their efforts to extend the navigational front, but formally powerless to 
influence progress in any material way.

While downstream ‘committed spectators’ can generally only wait and 
see, hoping that fortune will smile on them, upstream ‘committed specta-
tors’ can try to influence the choice behaviour of the ‘dynamic actors’ at the 
navigational front by producing images of shared future prosperity thanks 
to the improvement of waterways. One way to do this is to create projects 
which rhetorically magnify the freight potential of upstream hinterlands.

Rhine–Rhone: The French connection

An important tributary of the Rhine, the Aare, originates in the high gla-
ciers of the Swiss Alps very near the headwaters of the Rhone. It might be 
supposed that the Swiss would have been the first to consider uniting the 
two main rivers and thus creating a waterway over the continental divide. 
However, the continental divide between the two river basins extends into 
France as well. Here the distance between the two rivers is greater than in 
Switzerland, but the intervening terrain is far less elevated and the rivers far 
better navigable than they are in their upper reaches in Switzerland. This is 
certainly one reason why a French connection considerably pre-dated any 
Swiss imaginings.

There had long been visions of connecting the Mediterranean Sea with 
the Atlantic Ocean and the North Sea across French territory by means of its 
navigable rivers and an imaginary inter-basin canal system. As the French 
inter-basin canal system actually began to take shape in the early seventeenth 
century, these visions increasingly began to cohere into concrete projects. 
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The system originated with the joining of the basin of the Seine to that of 
the Loire via the pathbreaking Canal du Briare, the world’s first watershed-
spanning canal, completed under a private concession in 1642.12 This cre-
ated a continuous navigation across the agricultural and commercial heart 
of the nation. In the decades to follow, visions of extending this waterways 
network to prosperous Burgundy, proceeding both from the upper Loire and 
from the Yonne (a tributary of the Seine), gained ever more support, both 
in Paris and in Burgundy itself. The obvious juncture in Burgundy was the 
upper course of the Saone River (a tributary of the Rhone). Its navigability, 
however, left much to be desired and hence it first had to be canalized.13 
This canalization project gave new impetus to a third long-imagined inter-
basin waterway over the continental divide: a canal between the Rhine and 
the Rhone through the so-called Burgundian Gate, along the Doubs River 
and thence to the Saone. By the mid-eighteenth century plans for this canal 
project were taking shape as the Canal du Rhône au Rhin. By then, construc-
tion of the other two inter-basin canals from the Saone to the Seine and the 
Loire, respectively, was also imminent.

This bounty of canal projects cast the canalization project of the upper 
Saone into the role of a trunk sprouting three branches: north to the Seine 
and the English Channel ports, west to the Loire and the Atlantic, and east 
to the Rhine and the North Sea. The Saone itself flowed into the Rhone and 
thence to Lyon and the Mediterranean. Burgundy was set to become the 
obligatory overland point of passage between the Western European seas. 
The grandeur of the notion was not lost on the Burgundian ruler, the Prince 
of Condé, who in 1784 ordained that with the laying of the first stone in 
each of the Saone locks a commemorative plaque be placed bearing the fol-
lowing (Latin) text: ‘Both seas are here joined in a triple junction. The door 
is opened alike to the Loire, the Seine and the Rhine.’14

What the Prince was doing was redefining his humdrum local locks as 
 elements in a grand transcontinental project, part of a continental trans-
 watershed system of waterways, even though they were wholly on (Burgundian) 
French soil. Nonetheless, it is difficult to assess the practical significance of 
the commemorative text. It cannot easily be seen as an appeal to other distant 
actors to do what they had to do in the hope that the Saone works would actu-
ally realize their promise of becoming a link in the North–South waterway. 
After all, the rest of the transcontinental waterways scheme (the canals to the 
Loire, the Seine and the Rhine) were already well under way, even if far from 
finished. We can certainly see the Prince’s plaque as an attempt to aggran-
dize the significance of the Saone canalization and to position Burgundy 
at the centre of a putative French (and European) waterways system. Still, it 
might not be far-fetched to see the text as an encouragement to the other actors 
engaged with the three watershed canals to persevere in their efforts to ulti-
mately realize this grand plan – to preserve the Saone  canalization from irrel-
evance and to contribute to the greater glory and prosperity of Burgundy.
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This said, the Canal de Bourgogne (Saone–Seine), opened in 1832, and the 
Canal du Centre (Saone–Loire), opened in 1792, were so thoroughly embedded 
in the French river and canal system that they were forever condemned to 
the latter’s necessarily limited dimensions and freight capacity. While these 
were considerable by eighteenth-century standards,  nineteenth-century 
industrialization rendered them increasingly obsolete from an economic 
point of view. System-wide upscaling to the so-called Freycinet gauge after 
1879, which allowed ships of 300 to 350 tons burden, made some sense in a 
French domestic context, but from a European perspective with the Rhine 
navigation as a standard it could only be seen as a rearguard action.

The upshot was that, as the nineteenth century wore on, the tacit claims 
of the Canal du Centre and the Canal de Bourgogne to be part of a trans-
continental north–south link between the two seas became less and less 
convincing – at least if European significance were being claimed. This was 
not necessarily true of the third watershed canal, the Canal du Rhône au 
Rhin, which connected two rivers that were actually or potentially capable 
of large-scale navigation. The only limit was the dimensions of the intercon-
necting waterway itself. So by the mid-nineteenth century it was only this 
canal that could make a claim to inherit the Prince of Condé’s grand vision 
of a junction of both seas and to justify his Saone canalization as part of 
that junction.

A vision was one thing but its realization quite another. Completing the 
Canal du Rhône au Rhin itself took another half-century. During this time 
its name changed repeatedly to reflect the changing visions of the builders. 
The French revolutionary directorate, interested in consolidating the east-
ern frontiers of the new state and not particularly concerned with uniting 
Europe, called it the Canal de l’Est; under the Empire it became the Canal 
Napoléon. Only after the ‘bourgeois’ Restoration of 1830 did the canal again 
assume its original name, underscoring its commercial role in uniting major 
river basins.

In the early 1820s the canal had been incorporated into the ambitious 
Plan Becquey, which envisioned several thousand kilometres of new canals 
and standardized the measurement of locks and bridges with the aim of 
creating a uniform national network for inland navigation.15 The com-
pany charged with building the Rhine–Rhone Canal ran into financial 
difficulties shortly thereafter and the wealthy city of Strasbourg saw an 
opportunity to turn the proposed canal to its own advantage. Strasbourg, 
it turned out, had its own interpretation of the new canal. The intent, 
according to its active chamber of commerce, was: ‘To unite Marseille, 
the entrepôt of the commodities of the East, with Strasbourg, to which 
accrues the merchandise of the North’, and further to contest the ‘transit 
from Holland and the northern portions of Germany to Switzerland and 
Italy’ by means of land traffic (roads and railways) along the German right 
bank of the Rhine through Baden.16 In the Strasbourgers’ vision, the canal 
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was to serve as a means of (re)positioning their city at a major crossroads 
of trade. Not the watershed, but Strasbourg as inter-basin entrepôt, was 
now the defining feature of the canal. Along with this new vision came a 
northward extension of the canal between Colmar, the original point of 
junction with the Ill, to Strasbourg. This ‘northern branch’ was in effect a 
lateral canal to the Rhine from Strasbourg to Huningue just downstream 
from Basel. The Canal du Rhône au Rhin new-style was opened for traffic 
in 1833. In 1835 about a thousand ships navigated the canal, a figure that 
had risen to 2,580 by 1846.17

However, shipping on the Rhine itself was revolutionized after the mid-
nineteenth century by the introduction of huge barge-trains towed by 
paddle-wheel steamers – made possible in part by energetic Prussian efforts 
in the 1850s to transform the ‘romantic’ middle Rhine into a dependable 
large-scale shipping channel. The brand new Canal du Rhône au Rhin, built 
to the very modest (Becquey) dimensions of the French national network, 
was tiny by comparison. Some idea of what this meant can be gathered from 
the following figures. The 261 kilometre-long journey from Strasbourg to 
St Symphorien on the Saône required the passage of no less than 152 locks! 
It seems to have taken nearly two months to make the passage from Lyon to 
Strasbourg in the 1830s; by the 1870s it still took no less than 12–15 days.18 
In the end this mattered little for the Rhine–Rhone navigation because the 
new regime of steam navigation was also retiring Strasbourg itself from the 
Rhine trade. Despite – and in some cases thanks to – the extensive river 
corrections associated with the engineer Gottfried Tulla, the stretch of river 
upstream of Mannheim remained too shallow and fickle to support the 
new regime of large-scale steam-powered shipping.19 Railway competition 
did the rest and Strasbourg ceased to be a Rhine harbour for nearly forty 
years after 1870. This, of course, utterly dashed its hopes of becoming an 
obligatory passage point in the much-vaunted link between the North Sea 
and the Mediterranean Sea. The final blow was dealt by the incorporation 
of Alsace (and Strasbourg) into the German Reich in 1871 as a prize of the 
Franco-Prussian war. This also moved the French–German border from the 
Rhine to the crest of the Vosges Mountains and consequently split the Canal 
du Rhône au Rhin into a French and German part. Though this prevented 
neither France nor Germany from improving the canal on its own side of 
the border, it long paralysed all efforts to upgrade the Rhine–Rhone canal as 
a watershed-spanning waterway.20 In a report to the Chamber of Deputies, 
a French government engineer mused that ‘assuredly, if it had not already 
been built, we would hesitate to build it.’21

However, one thing Prussian rule in Alsace did accomplish for Strasbourg 
was to establish political conditions for improving the navigability of the 
upper Rhine and thus for reinstating Strasbourg as a Rhine port. The German 
Reich now had an interest in promoting Strasbourg as a Rhine harbour and 
hence no longer blocked projects to improve the river.22 Though it took 
years to reach a decision because of continued opposition by Mannheim’s 
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commercial elite, by the end of 1901 Strasbourg could envision a future 
as a Rhine port.23 By 1912 the effects of the completed Rhine normaliza-
tion were visible in dramatic increases in the annual tonnage processed in 
Strasbourg’s new port facilities.

Meanwhile, the Swiss, especially Basel’s commercial and engineering 
elite, were pondering their future on the Rhine. There had been a regular 
steamship line between Basel and Strasbourg in the 1840s, but it had suc-
cumbed to railway competition. In 1902 Rudolf Gelpke, a Basel engineer 
and representative to parliament, with the backing of the municipal gas-
works director, had demonstrated that thanks to powerful new steam tugs 
it was possible to tow coal barges of 300 tons burden to Basel over the open 
Rhine. This inaugurated a spate of harbour-building in Basel, which some-
what anticipated that city’s actual accession to Rhine commerce. The poor 
condition of the Rhine, the rapids at Istein, freezing conditions in the win-
ter, swift currents during high water, and shoals during low water continued 
to make shipping to Basel over the open Rhine a chancy and economically 
marginal business. Clearly Basel was the next city in line to agitate for 
improvement to the river – but to whom could they turn as ally? This is an 
important issue for our topic, because Basel was the inevitable gateway from 
the Rhine into Switzerland and hence the starting point for all imaginings 
of inter-basin waterways across Swiss territory.

Extending the navigable Rhine

The First World War and after: The great Rhine robbery

The First World War once again transformed politics on the upper Rhine. 
After the war, France was able to achieve a commanding position thanks to 
certain mercenary provisions of the Versailles Treaty. Strasbourg’s German-
built port could now became the apple of France’s eye. But there was more 
to be gained on the upper Rhine than better navigability. Article 358 of the 
Versailles Treaty granted France a monopoly on the generation of hydro-elec-
tricity on the upper Rhine. Specifically, by the terms of the treaty France was 
entitled to withdraw from the Rhine all water deemed necessary for the gen-
eration of electricity and could appropriate right-bank German territory for 
the construction of dams and power plants. This enabled France unilaterally 
to carry out a project that had first been proposed by Mulhouse industrialists 
in a more modest form in 1902. The French interpreted the Versailles accords 
as giving them carte blanche to build an enormous lateral canal between Basel 
and Strasbourg entirely on French soil. Measuring 80 m wide at the bottom, 
with a depth of 8.5 m, the proposed canal would exceed both the Suez and 
Panama Canals (and indeed the Rhine itself) in cross-section. The canal was 
to consist of eight pounds, each containing a power-generating station, mov-
able weir and navigational lock. The anticipated power output of 5.7 billion 
KWh would require the extraction of some 98% of the river’s flow during dry 
periods, reducing the river itself to a trickle.24
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Large-scale navigation through the canal would be possible thanks to a 
series of double locks, of which the largest was to measure 185 m × 25 m. 
The generous dimensions of both the canal and the locks were crucial to 
the project because the canal was designed to replace the river as the navi-
gational artery. Though France clearly had no qualms about stealing the 
Rhine from its German neighbours, it respected the spirit, if not the pre-
cise letter, of the 1868 Act of Mannheim, which guaranteed unobstructed 
rights of navigation on the Rhine to ships of all nations. Had the canal been 
smaller, the water flow necessary for the generators would have required 
prohibitively fierce currents. Likewise, more modest locks would forever 
have sealed the fates of both Mulhouse and Basel – and whatever might lie 
beyond – as Rhine ports. Though France could mobilize the Versailles Treaty 
against the Germans in a spirit of vengeance, it was not in a position to 
incur the combined wrath of the rest of the Rhine riparian states organized 
in the Central Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine – even if it had 
a motive for doing so.

While it is understandable that the Germans were dismayed by the French 
plans, the Swiss were equally recalcitrant. For the latter, Basel’s navigational 
accessibility was never just a municipal or regional interest. Basel’s harbour 
was the national beachhead on the Rhine and the key to Swiss industrial 
prosperity. It was also, at least for the time being, the focus and natural 
starting point of an imagined Swiss network of inland waterways. Under 
Gelpke’s inspired leadership, the Swiss mounted an international campaign 
for the preservation of what, with a fine feeling for pathos, they rhetorically 
called the Freie Rhein.25 Despite French assurances that from the point of 
view of efficient and reliable navigation they would be far better off with 
a Grand Canal d’Alsace than a normalized Freie Rhein, the Swiss were not 
happy with the idea of having to navigate a French canal to get to the sea. 
They insisted on their rights to free and open access as set out in the Act of 
Mannheim.

The Germans, for their part, were not only denied access to the hydroelec-
tric potential of the upper Rhine, but were also threatened by desiccation due 
to lowering of the water table in Baden on the Rhine’s right bank. The German 
state, however, had been all but disqualified as a bargaining partner by the 
terms of the Versailles Treaty and their only hope of frustrating France’s new 
plans was to mobilize other allies. This involved framing the new canal not 
as a hydroelectric project, but as a French ploy to appropriate the navigable 
Rhine and to transform it into the first part of a new large-scale Rhine–Rhone 
linkage over the route of the existing Canal du Rhône au Rhin. This is how the 
German social critic, Alfons Paquet, defined the Grand Canal:

It stands to reason that this is an attempt to reconstruct the Rhine-
Rhone Canal ... The new canal between Basel and Strasbourg must, as it 
were, acquire the significance of a large-scale waterway. Plans are under 
 consideration to tie it into the French canal network; it will  connect 
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the Rhine to the Mediterranean Sea ... it will carry ships up to 1200 
tons capacity without reloading from the lower Rhine to Lyon, to the 
Mediterranean. On this important canal, meanwhile, navigation will not 
be free, neither for Germany, nor for Switzerland, nor for other nations. 
The canal, as far as it accompanies the Rhine, is robbery from Germany, 
inasmuch as it will destroy the waterway which up to now has belonged 
in common to both the allemanischen lands facing one another on the 
upper reaches; for Switzerland it will be the definitive end of a free con-
nection to the North Sea; it will transform the Rhine into a dead-end 
street.26

The rancour is understandable but, pace Paquet, I have come across no evi-
dence that the Grand Canal d’Alsace was envisioned by the French as a part 
of a large-gauge replacement for the existing Rhine–Rhone canal, though 
it could certainly have fulfilled that purpose. It seems to have been pretty 
much what it appeared to be: an opportunistic grab at the upper Rhine’s 
hydroelectric potential, designed in such a way that that potential would 
permanently accrue to France without in any technical sense seriously com-
promising Rhine navigation. The canal was as big as it was not because 
it was conceived as a navigational link, but because the French wanted to 
appropriate as much of the Rhine’s water (i.e. hydroelectric potential) as they 
could get while the Act of Mannheim prohibited all riparian powers from 
compromising the Rhine’s navigability. This is not to deny that the vision of 
a high-capacity Rhine–Rhone link through French territory (which could in 
part consist of a section of the Grand Canal) also functioned as a secondary 
legitimation for the Grand Canal. The idea of the link, as opposed to actual 
steps to realize it, remained a vital element of French technopolitical culture 
throughout the Interbellum and beyond.27 It served as a backup legitima-
tion, especially for work on the Rhone and as a way to link these activities to 
the prosperity and grandeur of the French nation, without actually shaping 
work in progress to any great degree.

Meanwhile, the all-German Rhine normalization scheme initiated in 
1906 under tripartite agreement between Elsass–Lothringen (formerly 
French Alsace–Lorraine), Baden and Bavaria, which aimed to extend the 
year-round navigable channel from Mannheim to Strasbourg, had attracted 
a lot of attention in Basel. The Swiss were convinced that the new tactic of 
creating a low-water shipping channel using wing-dams could also work 
on the even more challenging stretch of the river between Strasbourg and 
Basel. At the end of November 1920 the Swiss government submitted a 
memorandum to the Central Commission for the Navigation of the Rhine 
stating that it preferred a regulated free Rhine to all other forms of naviga-
tional improvement, be it canalization or a separate lateral canal (the French 
option).28 They argued that such ‘free normalization’ was in any case essen-
tial as a temporary measure, since the alternatives would take many years 
to implement and would be very costly.29 The German government, which 
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had assumed central management of inland waterways in August 1919, had 
few qualms about backing the Swiss proposal.30

At about the same time the French also submitted their detailed plan for the 
proposed Grand Canal. The Commission now had to take both plans into con-
sideration. A technical subcommittee wisely chose to limit its deliberations to 
the most upstream of France’s proposed hydroelectric plants at Kembs, which 
would be the first to be built. Since the Swiss normalization scheme would, 
in the usual fashion, proceed in the opposite direction (i.e. from downstream 
to upstream), the two projects would not immediately interfere with one 
another. Better yet, the French had planned the Kembs power plant and its 
shipping lock in a deviation that circumvented the rapids at Istein (the Isteiner 
Klotz). The construction of the power plant would thus already eliminate the 
most formidable navigational barrier to Basel’s accessibility.31

In May 1922 the Commission presented what came to be known as the 
‘Strasbourg Compromise’. France was given the go-ahead for the Kembs 
power plant, on condition that, in order to facilitate shipping, the current 
in the pound above the weir to Basel be reduced from 1.2 m/s to 0.7 m/s.32 
This could be achieved by further increasing the canal’s cross-section. At 
the same time, the Swiss government was given the go-ahead to have the 
Rhine normalized between Strasbourg and Basel.

For the Swiss, normalization could have been an expensive gamble. The 
way things looked, at some point in the future the Grand Canal was literally 
going to drain the upper Rhine dry and render the entire stretch of the river 
between Basel and Strasbourg useless for navigation – normalization or no 
normalization. The question was whether that future was far enough away 
for the Swiss (and Germans) to recover their investments in their normali-
zation project. As things turned out, the upstream Kembs power plant and 
bypass were not completed until 1932, and the Depression and the Second 
World War delayed further construction to such an extent that Basel’s acces-
sibility depended heavily on the normalization until the 1950s.33 By then 
the French had recommenced building new power plants, but now at a fever-
ish pace, thanks to Marshall money and new construction technologies. By 
1977, ten hydropower plants along the entire French Rhine were utilizing a 
total drop of some 121 m to produce 1,509 MW of electricity (Electricité de 
France, 1975). However, in the process the grand design of the Grand Canal 
itself had dissolved in the post-war spirit of co-operation. What remained 
was a series of ‘diversions’ from the riverbed and hence a navigational route 
that relied as much on the normalized river as on the French canal.34

Building on Basel: The Hochrhein or the Canal du Rhone au Rhin

As the above account shows, for many years a navigable Upper Rhine, that 
is, the stretch of the river between Mannheim and Basel (and forming the 
border between France and Germany), had been something between a 
vision and an expectation. In 1912, after years of dreaming and negotiation, 
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Strasbourg’s harbour and commercial interests were re-included in the 
Rhine’s navigational community. As Basel in its turn appeared to become 
ever better incorporated in the Rhine trade after Gelpke’s 1904 trial and the 
twin projects of the ‘Strasbourg compromise’ after the First World War, the 
newly domesticated stretch of river itself became a jumping-off point for 
new imaginings and a stimulus to revive those that had become dormant. 
One set of German and Swiss imaginings extended the navigable Rhine 
past Basel, up the Hochrhein and into the Aare River and Lake Constance 
(Bodensee) – and thence to Austria, the Danube, Italy and the Rhone. A 
second set of imaginings seemed to justify Alfons Paquet’s accusations 
that the Grand Canal d’Alsace was a mere first instalment in a large-scale 
 Rhine–Rhone link over French territory. These envisioned a Rhine–Rhone 
route that branched off from the Grand Canal just below Kembs and copied 
the existing Canal du Rhône au Rhin, but this time to a much larger scale and 
with many fewer locks. Let us first take a closer look at the Swiss visions.

Even prior to Basel’s gradual renaissance as a Rhine port after the First 
World War, there had been modest small-scale shipping upstream of 
the city on the Hochrhein, at least between Basel and the Rhine Falls at 
Schaffhausen. But after the Frankfurt Exposition of 1891, where the feasibil-
ity of  long-distance transport of alternating current was first demonstrated, 
the Hochrhein quickly became targeted for hydropower development. Its 
swift current, steady flow and 150 m drop between Lake Constance and 
Basel over a distance of only 130 km made it a desirable natural resource. 
For our purpose the salient question is the same one that later plagued the 
French designers of the Grand Canal d’Alsace: how should hydropower devel-
opment be reconciled with navigability? And who defined the level of ‘navi-
gability’ that ought to be achieved?

The Hochrhein’s first hydroelectric power plant, a joint venture by 
Switzerland and Baden, was completed near Rheinfelden in 1899. River 
navigation was accommodated both by a 20 m wide lowered sill in the 
dam suitable for log rafts and by a tiny gated lock of 15 m by 3 m.35 A sec-
ond power plant at Laufenburg, 30 km upstream, was completed in 1905, 
and fitted with a much bigger lock of 34 m by 9 m. A third plant at Augst-
Whylen, scheduled for 1907, was designed with a lock of 30 m by 8 m. 
What accounts for the sudden upscaling between Rheinfelden (1899) and 
Laufenberg (1905)? It is highly probable that visions of improved navigabil-
ity up to Basel prompted the power plant builders to anticipate larger-scale 
navigation above Basel as well.

The difference between 1899 and 1905 was that by the latter year the 
Hochrein was no longer significant only as a source of hydropower, but also 
as an extension of the navigable Rhine to Lake Constance. This was again 
largely Gelpke’s work, who understood that in order for Basel to become a 
major port on the Freie Rhein the reconstruction of the Upper Rhine between 
Strasbourg and Basel would have to become a national and not merely a 
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municipal project. This, in turn, could only be accomplished if Basel were 
framed not as the new head of navigation on the Rhine, but as a way station 
in extending the navigable Rhine into a network of Swiss waterways (and 
even to Austria, via the Lake Constance port of Bregenz). The Hochrhein 
was the key artery in this concept, and from 1901 on Gelpke committed 
time and energy to establishing societies for the promotion of navigation 
on the Rhine, not only at Basel, but also at Konstanz and St Gallen around 
Lake Constance.36 These booster groups successfully petitioned for the con-
struction of a much larger lock – 90 m by 12 m – at Augst-Whylen, which 
would be sufficient to accommodate the large-scale shipping regime of the 
time. The wealthy backers of these associations put their money where their 
mouths were and actually paid the extra expense of the larger lock. This 
set the tone for the construction of the four remaining power plants con-
structed on the Hochrhein in subsequent years. Though lacking facilities for 
locking ships through, they were designed so as to facilitate the construc-
tion of locks should the need arise.

In 1929, with the impending completion of the dam and power plant 
at Kembs (first instalment of the Grand Canal d’Alsace), the governments 
of Switzerland and Baden signed a treaty proclaiming that in view of the 
impending improvements on the upper Rhine they would pursue the con-
struction of a large-scale waterway from Basel to Lake Constance. The Great 
Depression delayed matters, but in 1941 the Swiss government submitted 
a detailed plan for the navigational reconstruction of the Hochrhein to the 
German government. This struck a responsive chord, for after the Austrian 
Anschluss the Nazis were anxious to integrate the new southeastern part of 
the Reich into the central German economy, based in part on ample sup-
plies of Ruhr coal. An extension of the navigable Rhine to Lake Constance 
fitted perfectly into this imperial strategy. As with the other Austrian link 
via the Rhine–Main–Danube canal, however, the Nazis’ tenure was simply 
too brief (and too filled with distractions) to actually allow their indomita-
ble political will to materialize in the form of locks and weirs. Moreover, the 
powerful Swiss State Railways mobilized their considerable weight against 
improvements to the Hochrhein, contesting that transfer of railway transit 
freight to the proposed waterway would cost them – and the state – millions 
of francs in revenue.

After the Second World War, the plans lost their imperial allure and had 
to face the test of cold economic calculation. The first thing the Swiss did 
was to downscale the navigational parameters from the German pre-war 
standard of 1,200-ton towed barges to 600-ton self-propelled motorships. 
Though this made the proposed waterway considerably cheaper, it was not 
enough to tip the scales, despite the additional hydropower potential that 
could be tapped. What would make the improvement of the Hochrhein 
attractive enough to make the financial and technological risk worth tak-
ing – for both Germany and Switzerland? To start with, where was the 
Hochrhein going?
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That was a bone of some contention. The German interest prior to and 
during the Second World War, the Austrian interest after the war, and the 
interest of Konstanz and St Gallen, was to establish a large-scale waterway 
from Basel to Lake Constance. This could transform Konstanz and the 
Austrian city of Bregenz on the eastern end of the lake into something like 
little Basels on Lake Constance. Bregenz, especially, could become a major 
railway terminus for Rhine shipping and a gateway for Austria to the Ruhr 
and the North Sea. The question was whether Germany and Switzerland 
(which would bear the financial burden) found this option interesting 
enough, given their parallel interests in roads and railways and in alterna-
tive waterways, in particular the German Rhine–Main–Danube canal.

But there was a grander conception of Lake Constance based on the ironic 
railway image of a Drehscheibe (turntable) for trade between the Rhine and 
Eastern Europe that might have forced the issue. This conception projected 
a new canal between Lake Constance and the Danube. Since 1908 a number 
of different plans, serving different interests, had already been put forward. 
It was clear that, though all the relevant powers seemed to agree on the 
desirability of some link between Lake Constance and the Danube, and thus 
supported the Swiss Drehscheibe concept, they each did so for their own 
reasons and as much as possible through their own territories, gainsaying 
others the rent of the transit trade. But the rub, in all cases, was that first 
the Hochrhein had to be reconstructed. Lacking this, none of the projects 
could be more than fantasies. The irony was that the reconstruction of the 
Hochrhein itself depended on the perceived feasibility of these fantasies, that 
is, on expectations that Lake Constance could lead somewhere else and, as 
it were, draw traffic up the Hochrhein by capillary action.

Up the Hochrhein and beyond: Swiss ‘conceptions 
grandieuses’ and images of ‘travaux pharaoniques’

In regard to the Hochrhein, the Swiss had their own navigational dreams 
based on the fatal attraction of the numerous lakes and rivers criss-cross-
ing their country. A cursory glance at the map makes clear that the chains 
of long and eminently navigable lakes simply begged to be connected by 
waterways, so that Switzerland too could share in the international bounty 
of inland navigation (Figure 9.2). After the turn of the twentieth century, 
Basel’s impending navigational renaissance only added fuel to these heated 
imaginings.

Because access to the Rhine was essential to the economic viability of any 
imaginable Swiss waterway system, visions of different waterways always 
had a terminus in this wet highway to the sea. But, if the Rhine was the ulti-
mate goal, the proximate goal in these imagined waterways was the town 
of Brugg on the River Aare, just upstream of the latter’s confluence with 
the Hochrhein. The Aare was the only Rhine tributary that breached the 
Jura Mountains and made the Hochrhein accessible from the Swiss interior. 
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Figure 9.2 The French and the Swiss version of the Liaison Rhône-Rhin in 1947

Note: The Swiss link is full of promise, but the French link exists.

Source: J. Comte, Pour une Politique Maritime et Fluviale. La Suisse, La Méditerranée, Le Rhône 
(Paris: Librairie du Receuil Sirey 1947), p. 87.
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In addition, its upper course took it tantalizingly close to Lake Neuchâtel, 
the gateway to Lake Leman and Geneva. Finally, the relatively steady and 
voluminous discharge, coupled with a reasonably steep slope, made the 
Hochrhein attractive as a source of hydropower – which inevitably improved 
the economic chances for its reconstruction as a navigable waterway.

After the Second World War not one, but three, different routes were 
being projected from Brugg (See Figure 9.3). Each of them had proponents 
in different regions and urban centres and was pursued with the intent of 
regional enrichment. At the same time they could also be construed as hav-
ing a national and even a European component, inasmuch as their actual 
construction would putatively reduce freight costs both within and through 
Switzerland, including the rail transit traffic across the alpine passes and 
through France to Marseilles. This rhetorical appeal to the ‘general interest’ 
packaged in visionary Europeanism was in this case explicitly mobilized to 
neutralize competitors and win over potential allies. In any case, all the pro-
posed waterways depended first and foremost on Swiss–German agreement 
over the reconstruction of the Hochrhein, while paradoxically at the same 
time the reconstruction of the Hochrhein found an important legitimation 
(at least on the Swiss side) in the apparent will to complete the derivative 
waterways. I will describe two of these waterways briefly and dwell a bit on 
the third. I will be drawing heavily on the accounts by Van Looveren and 
Merger, as I have also done in the preceding paragraphs.37

Brugg, the projected future ‘Basel on the Aare’, is situated at the confluence 
of three rivers, each of which presented an entry into a different region and 
inspired a different waterway: the Limmat to the southwest, the Reuss to the 
south and the Aare to the southeast. The route via the Limmat would pass 
through Zurich (creating yet another Basel) onward to Lake Zurich and via a 
reconstructed River Linth to the Walensee. Further imaginings projected an 
additional 16 km canalization of the River Seez up to the Gonzen iron-ore 
mining district. The waterway would be a civil engineering tour de force, 
especially near Zurich, where it was projected through a 4.5 km long tunnel 
around the city which it would share with a ring road built on pillars above 
the waterway. Van Looveren reports that as of 1948 in Zurich  ‘... funds have 
been allocated ... to study the question: “Zurich, inland harbor connected to 
the transport network of the Rhine,” a decision which has meanwhile been 
met by mixed feelings on the part of the State Railways’.38

The second imagined waterway would utilize the Reuss to create a waterway 
to Luzerne, thence across the Vierwaldstättesee, and on to the city of Fluëlen 
at the head of the Untersee. The intent of this waterway was to cheapen 
north–south freight prices by substituting part of the rail passage via the St 
Gothard tunnel by a waterway. The Italian terminus would be Bellinzona 
at the head of navigation on the Ticino River, which flowed into the Lago 
Maggiore at its northern end. Not even the fevered imaginings of the period 
after the Second World War managed to come up with a canal project over 
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the Alps, so the big question here was whether the cheaper waterway would 
compensate for the extra costs of loading ship cargoes into railway cars on 
one side of the Alps and loading them from railway cars into ships on the 
other side. Nonetheless, the volume of freight that might be expected over 
this link might not only justify the construction of the link itself, but could 
be a powerful stimulus both for shipping on the navigable Rhine and for 
extending navigability to the Hochrhein at least up to the mouth of the Aare. 
However, this remained a big gamble because it depended on Italy doing the 
homework of realizing a waterway from Lago Maggiore to the Po, homework 
which might or might not get done.

The final imagined waterway was perhaps the most ambitious of all. Not 
only did it aim to connect Geneva to the Rhine, but it also aimed to connect 
Geneva to the Rhone, and hence constituted an alternative to the existing 
French Rhine–Rhone Canal and its possible future upscaling to a Liaison 
Rhin–Rhône. The route of this so-called ‘Transhelvetique’ between Brugg and 
Geneva followed the Aare upstream to Lake Bienne, and thence to Lake 
Neuchâtel and Lake Leman via several interstitial canals. To realize this plan, 
the navigable Rhine would have to be extended from Basel upstream half-
way to the falls at Schaffhausen, the Aare would have to be canalized, and, 
most daunting of all, the watershed separating the Rhine and Rhone basins 
between Lake Neuchâtel and Lake Leman would have to be conquered by a 
sizeable new canal. The surface of Lake Neuchâtel is 57 m higher than that 
of Lake Leman and the watershed lies an additional 20 m higher: the sum-
mit level would thus require locking up nearly 70 m from Lake Leman. This 
would require some ten sizeable locks in the 37 km length of the canal.

The idea of the Transhelvetique as an integral waterway had tantalized 
the Swiss since the accession of Basel to Rhine commerce (see note 12), but 
optimism after the Second World War about European co-operation and 
Marshall funds breathed new life into the plans. The protagonists (and chief 
beneficiaries) were the French-speaking cantons of Switzerland, who saw 
in the Transhelvetique their own wet highway to the sea via the Rhine. But 
there was also, of course, an even closer sea, the Mediterranean, which had 
proved its worth as a (railway) route to the world’s oceans during the Second 
World War when traffic on the Rhine had been blocked. Hence, the imag-
ined Transhelvetique also stimulated Swiss visions of a regulated upper Rhone 
that would link their Alpine waterways not only to the North Sea, but to the 
Mediterranean as well – and in the process, almost by accident, realize the 
long-cherished Rhine–Rhone liaison as well.

The Swiss were quite sanguine about mastering the technological chal-
lenges and about the economic potential of the proposed waterway. The 
Swiss political economist Jean Comte argued that ‘Technically the biggest 
difficulty is the traverse of Geneva. The rest of the waterway offers no dif-
ficulties comparable to those of regulating the upper Rhine. To the con-
trary, the vast expanses of water comprising the lakes offer an ideal passage 
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for motorships, whose engines can run at full speed, save time, and thus 
augment the transport capacity of the waterway.’39 To this rosy picture was 
added the possibility of exploiting the Aare’s hydroelectric potential, the 
conventional strategy for balancing the (imaginary) books in waterway con-
struction throughout the century.

However, the Transhelvetique depended on a French commitment to render 
the upper Rhone navigable. This conflicted with the perennial French inter-
est in a Rhine–Rhone link along the route of their existing Rhine–Rhone 
Canal, particularly the approach to the Rhone via the Saone, rather than the 
precipitous Alpine stretch below Geneva. Like the Dutch vis-à-vis the exten-
sion of Rhine navigation and the various projects for inter-basin links, the 
Swiss could only be ‘committed spectators’ of the French debates about where 
to connect the Rhone and the Rhine. However, like the Dutch, they could 
try to influence French political and navigational landscapes by their own 
rhetoric, imaginings and constructions. Jean Comte, for example, argued that 
from an economic point of view the existing Rhine–Rhone Canal could never 
compete with the proposed Transhelvetique and a canalized upper Rhone.

‘The Canal du Rhône au Rhin, open to barges of 300 tons, will not be able 
to offer serious competition to the Transhelvetique. On the regulated Swiss 
waterway, a motor-barge leaving Marseille could navigate to Antwerp or 
any other northern port without having to break up the cargo at any 
point, while he would certainly have to do so at Lyon if he chose to 
take the French Canal du Rhône au Rhin, assuming his dimensions would 
permit it, where kilometer after kilometer he would be forced to run his 
engines at a sluggish, detrimental and costly pace.’40

It is clear that the French themselves were of the same opinion, as wit-
nessed by the scheme launched in 1958 (and finally scuttled for environ-
mental reasons in 1997) to reconstruct the entire route of the old canal 
into an all-French Liaison Rhin–Rhône suitable for ships of 4,000 tons. But, 
despite their differences, this Liaison shared a major common problem with 
the Swiss Transhelvetique, namely the poor navigability of the Rhone even 
downstream of Lyon, relative to that of the Rhine. Much steeper than the 
Rhine, less regular and burdened with several rapids, it was described by 
Jules Michelet as a ‘furious bull that leaps from the Alps to the Sea’.41 Clearly, 
if any Rhine–Rhone waterway were to prove viable it would have to be a 
link from sea to sea, and both the Rhine and the Rhone would have to be 
navigable from the junctions with the intervening canal to the sea. As we 
have seen, the Rhine (even the Hochrhein) showed every indication of meet-
ing these criteria, but the Rhone still had a very long way to go. However, 
this consideration – the ‘misfit’ of the Rhone as part of a new Rhine–Rhone 
waterway – did not appear to be pre-eminent in the law enacted by French 
parliament in 1921, which called for the integrated hydraulic ‘management’ 
of the Rhone with a tripartite aim: hydropower, navigation and agriculture. 
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To effect this ‘taming’ of the ‘wild river’ a new public–private corporation 
was called into being, the Compagnie National du Rhône (CNR) (Figure 9.4). 
But no-one seemed in a rush, even discounting the bad economic times. It 
took until 1931 for the statutes to be ratified and until 1933 before the com-
plex financing was agreed on. 

One of the first three projects that the Compagnie started in the late 1930s 
was a hydroelectric power station and flood regulation dam at the town of 
Genissiat, just 20 km downstream from the Swiss border. Construction started 
in 1937, but it was 1948 before the first turbine came online. Genissiat’s 
role in improving the navigability of the Rhone was thoroughly ambigu-
ous, however. Though the reservoir formed by the dam created a navigable 
waterway for several kilometres upstream – having literally drowned several 
formidable obstacles – the stretches of river both upstream and downstream 
retained their wild Alpine character. To avoid torpedoing the perennial plans 
for developing the upper Rhone as a navigable waterway, provision was made 
for navigational locks to overcome Genissiat’s 60 m drop, but, in the absence 
of complementary improvements on the Swiss end, and further downstream 
to Lyon, these were quite sensibly never completed. To this day the upper 
Rhone has remained primarily a source of hydropower. In regard to navi-
gability, the impetus of the Compagnie Nationale du Rhône was diverted to 
improving the unruly river between Lyon and Marseilles. This became a 
brilliant example of French post-Second World War ‘radiance’, particularly 
the huge dam–lock–canalization–hydropower scheme between Donzère and 
Mondragon.42 However, with navigability on the upper Rhone abandoned as 
a major goal, it was crystal clear that if there were to be a new Rhine–Rhone 
waterway it would, for the time being at least, not pass by Genissiat.

In terms of French national interest and autonomy this was understand-
able. A route from Lyon to the Rhine via the Haute Rhône would inevitably 
have to pass through Swiss territory and, aside from the necessity of co-op-
erating with the Swiss to construct such an international waterway, French 
shipping would always remain vulnerable to Swiss navigational politics. 
Moreover, although such a waterway would doubtless accrue to the ben-
efit of Lyon and Marseilles (as well as to Lausanne and Geneva), it would 
leave Strasbourg out of the picture. Finally, though the Swiss had worked 
the project of the Transhelvetique out in some detail, it remained essentially a 
paper tiger. There was absolutely no guarantee that it would actually be exe-
cuted, meaning that French efforts to render the Haute Rhône navigable (an 
extraordinarily expensive project) would come to naught. Access to Geneva 
alone could hardly justify the investment. At the same time – and for this 
very reason – the Swiss had equal reason to be doubtful of French intentions 
to turn the Haute Rhône into a navigable waterway and hence equal reason 
to temporize the construction of the Transhelvetique. It was, in short, a clas-
sic transnational stalemate, and, all things considered, it made much more 
sense for the French to invest – at least rhetorically – in the creation of a 
Liaison Rhône–Rhin via the old route of the Canal du Rhône au Rhin, that is, 
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over Colmar and via the Burgundian Gate to the Doubs and the upper Saône. 
This would keep the link entirely on French territory – an expensive though 
indisputably more glorious and perhaps more profitable option.

While the Transhelvetique and the other Swiss–German projects branch-
ing off the Hochrhein have continued to lead a ghostly life in transnational 
limbo, the French project to upgrade the existing Rhine–Rhone Canal has 
been pursued with at least rhetorical vigour since the early 1960s, both by 
local and regional interest groups and by the French state.43 Since the 1970s 
the slow pace of negotiations about the technological and financial aspects 
of the French project has hardly been accelerated by mounting concerns 
about the ecological damage to the Doubs Valley consequent on the trans-
formation of the old Canal du Rhône au Rhin into a large European-scale 
waterway suitable for pusher barges.

While the EU appears to agree with Michelle Merger that ‘beyond a doubt 
this axis represents an essential element in the transportation strategy of 
Western Europe’,44 it lacks confidence that the French will actually want to 
realize this axis as a waterway. The Rhine–Rhone liaison is indeed one of the 
thirty major transportation axes included in the TEN-T programme, but it 
is now being conceived more modestly as a railway, rather than a waterway, 
link. In fact, of the thirty European transport axes included in TEN-T, only 
two are waterways: the project for a new Canal du Nord between Antwerp 
and the Seine, and the Rhine–Danube waterway, effectively accomplished 
with the completion of Germany’s Rhine–Main–Danube Canal in 1992.

Conclusion

In considering the immensely complex histories of the two imagined and 
partially realized Rhine–Rhone waterways, we see similarities but also 
marked contrasts. They are similar in that the exigencies of carrying a canal 
over the continental divide demanded more than merely the construction 
of the canal itself. In both cases the ‘approaches’ to the canal, that is, the 
navigabilities of the river sections leading up to the canal, were at some 
point a major impediment to completing the watershed-spanning naviga-
tional bridge as a whole. And in both cases, at least portions of the canal 
itself involved a considerable hydraulic challenge. For the French canal, 
‘feeding’ the upper pounds of the old French canal to recompense water 
lost during locking operations posed a major difficulty, while the section of 
the proposed Swiss canal between Lake Neuchâtel and Lake Leman (the old 
Canal des Entreroches) demanded very challenging and expensive locks to 
master the 80 m rise to the watershed.

This said, however, the differences are certainly more striking than the 
similarities. There was, in the first place, a staggering difference in the sheer 
complexity – technological, political, economic and rhetorical – of the two 
cases. The Swiss Transhelvetique simply involved many more technological 
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challenges, more actors and governments, and many more complex estimates 
of economic risks and opportunities than the French Rhone–Rhine linkage. 
It was also a much trickier card to play in an ideological and rhetorical sense. 
For example, aligning distant but politically critical actors like Great Britain 
behind the scheme required complex chains of historical reasoning and 
highly speculative projections into a purported common future for European 
nations – even those nations separated from the continent by a stormy sea.45

These differences were partly rooted in the technical and geographical fea-
tures of the respective waterways. Although the proposed Swiss waterway 
would have to surmount an elevation of some 450 m (the summit level of the 
Canal des Entreroches), compared with only 342 m for the highest pound in 
the French Canal du Rhône au Rhin, this was not the decisive issue in terms 
of the watershed-spanning canals themselves. The main effect of the 100 m 
height difference was to distance the Swiss route much further from more or 
less navigable portions of the Rhine and the Rhone. Hence, in addition to 
organizing a waterway through Swiss territory in the form of a chain of lakes 
and canals, the Swiss needed to ensure that the final stretches of river (up 
to Brugg on the Rhine side and up to Geneva on the Rhone side) were made 
navigable. The French canal faced similar obstacles, to be sure, but at the 
time of the canal’s construction in the early nineteenth century ‘navigabil-
ity’ was less of an engineering challenge than it would become in subsequent 
decades. The French, moreover, faced fewer constraints than the Swiss about 
where their inter-basin canal could join up to the river system on either 
side. Given the terrain’s rather gentle inclination at both ends of the canal, 
there was a relatively simple trade-off between making the canal longer and 
extending the navigable portions of the Rhine and the Saone. In fact, on 
the Rhine side the canal was originally designed to join up with the Ill at 
Colmar (Alsace), a tributary of the Rhine. It was only thanks to Strasbourg’s 
financial intercession that a branch was added up to Strasbourg, whence it 
finally joined the Rhine. The Swiss had far fewer options: both Brugg and 
Geneva were obligatory points of passage and both were far removed – cer-
tainly given the state of the art in navigation at the outset of the twentieth 
century – from anything resembling a navigable river.

These basic technological–geographical differences set the stage for the 
widely divergent political and rhetorical histories of the two Rhone–Rhine 
links. In this respect too, the French had a relatively easy time of it. At 
the time of the canal’s original conception and construction, ‘navigable’ 
portions of both the Rhine and the Rhone were wholly or partially within 
French territory, as was the route of the canal itself. This meant that – at 
least to the extent that foreign powers did not prevent navigation up to 
Strasbourg – the French needed to deal only with themselves in negotiating 
the terms of the ‘transcontinental’ waterway. This national context, although 
volatile enough, provided a much more predictable future for taking water-
way wagers than the transnational environment the Swiss necessarily had 
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to operate in. Nobody in France had to be merely a ‘committed spectator’ 
rooting for congenial navigational developments but formally powerless to 
influence the course of events. In the context of a centralized nation state, 
interest groups, chambers of commerce, and provincial governments could 
all directly influence the future course of waterways development and place 
their bets accordingly. To be sure, matters became more difficult, both inter-
nally and internationally, after the mid-nineteenth-century technological 
revolution in fluvial navigation made the old Canal du Rhône au Rhin increas-
ingly obsolete and only a major upscaling of the ‘liaison’ could preserve its 
status as a ‘European’ waterway. At that point not only the navigability of 
the Rhone, but also that of the Rhine up to and past Strasbourg, became 
pressing issues. As we have seen, it took the unique position of vanquisher 
after the First World War to force the issue and plan a first instalment of the 
new waterway in the form of the Grand Canal d’Alsace.

This was a far cry from the Swiss predicament during the same years. In 
order to realize their far-off vision of a Transhelvetique, they had first needed 
to ensure a window on the Rhine, that is, to create the conditions for extend-
ing large-scale navigability on the Rhine up to Basel. Even for this ‘modest’ 
first step, the post-First World War agenda, they had needed to mobilize the 
entire community of Rhine riparian nations, but particularly France, which 
had manoeuvred itself into a commanding position on the upper Rhine 
thanks to the Treaty of Versailles. When year-round navigational access to 
Basel seemed assured thanks to the parallel projects of the French Grand 
Canal d’Alsace and the Swiss–German normalization of the open river, the 
next hurdle was clearly enrolling Baden into the project of making the 
Hochrhein navigable up to its confluence with the Aare. This also required 
intensive lobbying by local chambers of commerce within Switzerland, 
chiefly to overcome the Swiss State Railway’s active lobby against spending 
money on more waterways. But all this paled into insignificance in com-
parison with what had to be accomplished on the Rhone. As described, the 
section of the Rhone between Geneva and Lyon was a wild and unruly river, 
and bridging the 135-metre difference in height between the two cities with 
a proper large-scale navigational channel would have been phenomenally 
expensive. Why would France be interested (especially given the alternate 
possibility of the all-French route via the Burgundian Gate)?

Given their utter dependence on surrounding states, especially France, it 
is hardly surprising that the Swiss frequently invoked ‘the general interest’ 
or ‘the interests of commerce’ or ‘Europe’ to redefine their national (or even 
regional) interest in the Transhelvetique as the interest of European or even of 
all ‘commercial’ nations. And, indeed, there was never any doubt that from 
a gravitational standpoint Switzerland could in fact become a Drehscheibe 
(turntable) where waterways from north and south, east and west could 
meet. But even if the Swiss could come to internal agreement on the desir-
ability of investing in the internal waterways, the big question was whether 
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at various moments in time France, Baden, the other Rhine nations and even 
the Great Powers would be willing to invest in the waterways leading up to 
it.46 In the debate about the Grand Canal d’Alsace after the First World War as 
well as in the post-Second World War period with Marshall money abroad, it 
made sense for the Swiss to invoke European international prosperity as the 
guiding principle for their route to the sea and their envisioned waterways 
network. The Swiss were ready to supply the bridge, but who was going to 
build the abutments and approaches? Burgundy had already proclaimed its 
‘triple junction’ between ‘both seas’ as far back as 1784. After the Second 
World War the Germans revived their projects to connect the Rhine and 
Danube and ultimately opened the large-scale Rhine–Main–Danube Canal 
to traffic in 1992. This link too was always touted as a ‘European’ waterway 
and has in fact been adopted by the EU as transport corridor 7. Still, they 
were both, like the Swiss Transhelvetique, eminently national projects, carried 
out in the sheltered spaces of national economies and legal systems.

This may in fact be sealing their fates, as highly effective opposition to 
their expansion or reconstruction has been mobilized by ecological groups 
operating at regional and national levels. Plans to create a large-scale French 
Rhine–Rhone liaison succumbed in 1997 to environmentalist protests against 
despoiling the Doubs valley. German authorities’ plans to canalize a final 
section of the Danube to remove a bottleneck in the Rhine–Main–Danube 
waterway have equally fallen afoul of environmentalist groups protesting 
the demise of the ‘free river’ and the despoiling of ‘God’s creation’.47 And, 
finally, in 1993 the Swiss parliament lifted the ban on construction within a 
100 metre-wide strip of land along the course of the proposed Transhelvetique 
that had been in effect since the 1960s, at a time when realization seemed, if 
not immanent, at least within the realm of possibility.

In sum, the history of trans-basin waterways connecting the Rhine, Rhone 
and Danube suggests that, to the limited extent that these links have actu-
ally been built, they do not owe their existence to the force of grand concep-
tions nor to the seductions of the ‘common European interest’, but rather 
to the play of mundane national and regional interests in the context of 
European political and diplomatic history. Nonetheless, grand conceptions 
did play an important role in mobilizing actors at national levels and might, 
in some cases, actually have been able to tip the scales by imagining prof-
itable hinterlands and markets for large-scale waterways extending across 
the watersheds. The problem apparently was not and is not only the price 
tag, but the unpredictable and possibly threatening shifts of economic and 
political advantage that might result from connecting hitherto separated 
seas by large-scale inland waterways.
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Biography 7: Peaceful Atom: The Brief 
Career of a Symbol of Co-operation 
and Prosperity
Dick van Lente

Between April and October 1958, 42 million people visited Expo 58 in 
Brussels, the first post-war world exhibition. Its main attraction was the 
Atomium, a 102-metre high building consisting of nine aluminium-clad 
spheres connected by tubes containing elevators to transport visitors from 
one sphere to the next. The structure represented an iron crystal mag-
nified 165 billion times. At night, lights on the spheres represented the 
electrons circling the nuclei. Designed by an engineer from an associa-
tion of metal-producing firms, the Atomium advertised the capabilities of 
Belgian iron industries, but its main purpose was to celebrate the coming 
of the atomic age. Inside the spheres, under the motto ‘Atom = Hope’, the 
American Westinghouse Electric Company and firms from Belgium, Italy 
and Germany showed their achievements and plans in nuclear technology. 
Elsewhere at the exhibition, Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union 
presented their nuclear reactors and all kinds of peaceful applications of 
atomic energy, as well as a whole array of other technological wonders. 
Nuclear energy was but one of many innovations exhibited at Expo 58, 
whose central message was that science, technology, modern design and 
international co-operation would create a better and brighter world. The 
famous biologist Julian Huxley conferred his scientific and moral authority 
on this optimism in a series of well-attended lectures on ‘the fate of man-
kind at the threshold of the atomic age’.

Several other, smaller exhibitions held in Western Europe in the second 
half of the 1950s were exclusively dedicated to the peaceful applications of 
nuclear fission. Their message, echoed in popular books, illustrated mag-
azines and films, was always the same: nuclear power, associated in the 
public mind with the mushroom clouds of Hiroshima and increasingly awe-
some nuclear tests, could also be harnessed for peaceful purposes, such as 
irrigating deserts and making arctic regions inhabitable. Numerous applica-
tions in medicine, agriculture and industrial research were possible. Most 
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important, however, was that nuclear energy had arrived ‘just in time’, 
because the fabulous growth of the European economy was leading to rapid 
depletion of fossil fuels. All this amounted to a new industrial revolution, 
more ground-breaking than the first one.

The development of peaceful uses of atomic energy also seemed 
 pre-eminently suited for international co-operation: it was a new field, 
research was very expensive, and raw materials hard to come by. This was the 
goal of EURATOM, founded in Rome, together with the European Economic 
Community, in March 1957 by the six countries that already co-operated 
in the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). But EURATOM failed 
because, as John Krige has shown, nationalism always prevailed in strate-
gic technological projects. Among the wider public, the moment of atomic 
euphoria had also passed by the early 1960s, as confrontations between the 
superpowers around Berlin and Cuba rekindled the always present fears of a 
nuclear showdown. From the late 1960s, public opinion also turned against 
nuclear power.

The brief phase of atomic euphoria may be understood as the result of 
propaganda by the Western powers on the one hand and an intense need 

Figure B7.1 The Atomium by night in 1958

Source: © ASBL (Atomium Brussel) c/o Pictoright Amsterdam 2009.
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for happy news on the other. Propaganda for the ‘peaceful atom’ came 
from various quarters. Nuclear scientists applying for funds emphasized 
the economic necessity of nuclear energy and the manifold possible appli-
cations of the atom, and warned politicians not to miss out on the next 
industrial revolution. Eisenhower launched his ‘Atoms for peace’ initia-
tive – the controlled sharing of fissionable material – in December 1953 
because he believed that international co-operation was the best way to 
maintain American nuclear superiority, and because he needed a counter-
image to the aggressive nuclear strategy (‘New Look’) he had announced 
about a month earlier. Monnet and other pioneers of European integration 
believed that a supranational organization similar to the ECSC would help 
‘relaunch’ the European project, which had stalled. These common political 
needs were contradicted by divergent national interests. While the rhetoric 
strictly separated peaceful from military uses, the two were in fact closely 
related. The Americans stimulated European economic and military inte-
gration but feared an independent European nuclear force. France refused 
to renounce the option to develop its own nuclear weapons, while deny-
ing this to Germany. The Germans disliked Monnet’s supranationalism and 
preferred an open European market, which the French feared. The break-
through in Rome in March 1957 probably owed much to the Suez crisis, a 
few months earlier, which confronted Western Europe with its dependence 
on both Middle Eastern oil and American world politics. But this moment 
of common need soon passed.

Spencer Weart has explained the apparently very positive public response 
to atomic propaganda as a reaction to widespread, deep and largely repressed 
fears of atomic power. The public had every reason to be scared. During the 
1950s, the United States and the Soviet Union built up huge arsenals of 
nuclear weapons. Newspapers and magazines reported on the increasing 
destructive power of nuclear tests, the worldwide spread of fall-out, failing 
nuclear reactors (Chalk River, Canada in 1952; Windscale, England, in 1957) 
and people dying of radiation sickness. Famous men like Einstein, Russell 
and Schweitzer issued apocalyptic warnings. One might expect that talk of 
the ‘peaceful atom’ would be dismissed by a public grown cynical by long 
years of war and Cold War propaganda. But the message carried conviction: 
it was supported and popularized by well-known scientists, the advances 
of nuclear medicine were real, and the threat of fuel scarcity seemed very 
credible after the Suez crisis. As Disney’s very popular animation ‘Our friend 
the Atom’ put it, atomic energy is like the genie escaped from the bottle in 
the famous fairy tale: a giant that could be both immensely dangerous and 
immensely helpful in solving the common problems of humanity. For a few 
years, the giant had shown its friendly face and the public embraced it.
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10
European Civil Aviation in an 
Era of Hegemonic Nationalism: 
Infrastructure, Air Mobility, and 
European Identity Formation, 
1919–1933
Eda Kranakis

Introduction

Modern transportation technologies have conflicting political potentials: 
regarded as tools of nation-building,1 they are also depicted as engines of 
transnational integration, weakening national control over borders and 
identities.2 How these opposing potentials play out depends on national 
geographies, regulatory structures, and political, technological and eco-
nomic criteria. Post-1918 Europe presents a unique case for study in this 
regard. Nowhere else do so many states exist within such a small area; 
the nationalist and integrationist aspects of transport development have 
therefore often conflicted. Europe is also significant because the integra-
tion process that emerged after the Second World War begs the question 
of what role transport played in this shift. If transportation is an engine of 
integration, then evidence supporting this view should be visible within 
the European context.

This chapter examines the growth of civil aviation in interwar Europe – 
from the establishment of the first wave of commercial airlines immedi-
ately following the First World War up to the mid-1930s – to determine 
whether this new mode of transport altered identities and weakened control 
of national borders, or consolidated nation-state power. Was civil aviation 
an early, ‘hidden’ agent of European integration,3 or did it serve mainly to 
reinforce existing boundaries of state and imperial authority? More gener-
ally, how did the prerogatives of state control and national interest inter-
act with the transnational possibilities of air travel? Did the experience 
of air travel make people feel more European? And how did the creators, 
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 managers,  regulators and users of civil aviation in Europe view its prospects 
and impact during this period?

Aviation technology posed a radically new set of challenges to European 
states. It not only developed more rapidly than previous forms of transport, 
but the speed and directness of air travel, using a new travel space far above 
the ground, made the confrontation with nation-state boundaries strong and 
immediate. Flying reduced international travel times within Europe from 
days to hours and easily connected locations separated by rough terrain that 
had previously hindered overland travel. The first commercial airlines in 
Europe included international routes, such as the service between London 
and Paris inaugurated in 1919. The London–Paris service transformed a land 
and sea journey that had required at least twelve hours in good weather 
into a two-hour jaunt.4 It did not take much imagination to envision a net-
work of air routes crisscrossing Europe and linking it to areas beyond. Yet 
European governments also saw aviation as a bulwark of national power and 
sovereignty, and they sought to control both the technology and the new 
realm of national airspace through legislation, diplomacy, organizations, 
control of information, and economic incentives and prohibitions.

The integrative and transformative potential of an aviation network 
depends on the technical characteristics of its aircraft as well as its organi-
zational structure – which ‘nodes’ are included or left out, how they are 
interconnected and how the network is regulated. These factors must also 
be considered within an economic context. The unit cost of creating, main-
taining and using a network shapes its role in society. Following this logic, 
the characteristics of Europe’s early civil aviation network are analysed, tak-
ing into account the aircraft, development of routes and airlines, and also 
regulatory systems affecting both airlines and network. This aspect of the 
inquiry shows how aviation spaces in Europe were structured and linked (or 
fragmented), and how the network balanced nationalist and integrationist 
tendencies in practical terms.

Since air networks may be used or adapted for diverse purposes, this study 
also examines patterns and ideologies of air mobility. Partly this means ana-
lysing who flew where, and why; but it also means understanding how key 
actors thought the network should be organized and used. Diverse actors pro-
jected contrasting political, social and cultural visions onto this network, or 
evolved new visions in response to it. To uncover them, we must explore the 
symbolic and discursive worlds surrounding European civil aviation, embod-
ied in posters and advertisements, speeches, memoirs and aeronautical indus-
try literature. Visions shape practice. Implementing particular visions affected 
an airline network’s development, use, and user identities. This aspect of the 
inquiry is necessary to determine the extent to which the network, the visions 
projected onto it, and new patterns of air mobility had a ‘European’ content, 
understood both geographically and in the sense of building a new identity 
and conceptual space – a new ‘imagined community’.
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The terms ‘Europe’ and ‘European’ have two interlinked senses within this 
study: one geographical, the other conceptual/ideological. The geographical 
sense follows popular usage for the time in relation to aviation: it includes 
continental Western and Central Europe, the latter comprising Poland, 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, and the western part of the USSR (to Moscow 
and Leningrad). It also includes Britain, the Nordic countries, the Baltic 
countries (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia), the Balkans and the region of Istanbul 
and the Dardanelles, but not eastern Turkey. The conceptual/ideological 
sense of the terms ‘Europe’ and ‘European’ embodies the notion of Europe 
as a cohesive space, integrated either through affection (as in European iden-
tity and patriotism), through network structures (as in a unified European 
civil aviation network) or through conceptual comparison with other spaces, 
notably the United States. In what follows, the term is used alternately in 
each of these senses. My aim is not to impose any predetermined geographi-
cal, conceptual or ideological meaning onto the data, but rather to reveal 
and replicate the complex dimensions of the term ‘Europe’ and ‘European’ as 
they were used and understood at that time, in relation to civil aviation.

The argument and evidence for this essay are presented in six sections. 
Following the introduction, the first section introduces the concept of hege-
monic nationalism to characterize the style of nationalism, linked to imperi-
alism, that prevailed in Europe from the late nineteenth century through the 
interwar period. Hegemonic nationalism shaped the framework of national 
and international regulation of civil aviation during this period. The second 
section surveys the nationalist, imperialist and integrationist tendencies in 
the network’s development, showing how they interacted and conflicted. The 
third section analyses the resulting spatial characteristics of the air network 
relative to the limits of aviation technology and the politics of route develop-
ment. The fourth section considers the experience of flying and time–space 
compression in this early period, showing how pilots, passengers and others 
responded to and conceptualized this new form of transport, and its implica-
tions for identity. The fifth section explores efforts to promote air travel as 
a new form of tourism, arguing that travel promotion shifted the cultural 
meaning of nationalism toward a softer view of nations as desirable consumer 
goods. This view, in turn, provided a foundation for a wider sense of European 
community that embraced national cultural differences. The final section 
draws up a balance sheet for aviation in the interwar period, arguing that the 
system’s integrationist tendencies remained hidden and irrelevant for the vast 
majority of Europeans. On balance, civil aviation in this period functioned 
primarily as a tool to support and consolidate nation-state power.

Hegemonic nationalism and the growth of 
European civil aviation

Analysis of interwar European civil aviation must take into account the 
peculiarities of international and state relations from the ‘new nationalism’5 
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and ‘new imperialism’ of the 1870s to the rapid decolonization follow-
ing the Second World War. This period was unique in the way imperi-
alist agendas and a competitive, aggressive form of nationalism became 
entwined within a global political system dominated by ‘Great Powers’. As 
a convenient shorthand, we may characterize this as an era of hegemonic 
nationalism. The term ‘imperialism’, apart from the fact that it has come 
to embrace so many competing theories,6 does not adequately express the 
symbiosis that emerged between the ‘new nationalism’ and the ‘new impe-
rialism’. Paul Kennedy has captured the essence of the new form of nation-
alism, pointing also to its tie to imperialism: ‘there existed in governing 
elites, military circles, and imperialist organizations a prevailing view of 
the world order which stressed struggle, change, competition, the use of 
force, and the organization of national resources to enhance state power.’7 
Hobsbawm likewise observed in The Age of Empire that the new form of 
nationalism was ‘built on chauvinism, xenophobia and, increasingly, the 
idealization of national expansion, conquest and the very act of war.’8 
Scholars, starting with J.A. Hobson, have argued that this new nationalism 
was a cornerstone of the renewed imperialist surge that began in the late 
nineteenth century.9

Hegemonic nationalism permeated the structure and discourse of inter-
state relations during this era. Even small, neutral or poorer European states 
could not ignore or bypass the model; rather, they developed strategies 
of coexistence (Switzerland), emulation (Italy) or careful opposition to it 
(Czechoslovakia).10 Hegemonic nationalism provided both a stimulus and a 
justification for militant imperialism and colonialism, since it assumed the 
existence of a hierarchy of dominance among states and regions. Colonies – 
seen as regions that could not achieve or maintain sovereign independence 
– provided unsettling examples of the consequences of lack of national 
autonomy and failure to keep up. Imperial powers used the latest techno-
logical and organizational means at their disposal to maintain control of 
their colonial empires, in brutal fashion if necessary. The discourse of impe-
rial domination spoke of ‘punishment’ to overcome ‘insubordination’ and 
to insure that lessons were ‘properly learnt’ by ‘rebellious villages.’11

Aviation became a key agent in these efforts. Theorists of the period touted 
aviation as a cheap and efficient means to subjugate unruly territories. 
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, imperial powers carried out numerous 
air attacks in their imperial domains. The RAF used bombing raids to quell 
unrest in Somaliland, India, Iraq, Aden, Sudan, Transjordan and Palestine. 
In Iraq, the RAF bombed tribes and villages that sought to evade taxation, 
citing the need to thwart such serious acts of defiance against British author-
ity. In Palestine, the RAF commander’s preferred policy of exerting control 
was to drop ‘one 250-pound or 500-pound bomb in each village that speaks 
out of turn ... The only thing the Arab understands is the heavy hand, and 
sooner or later it will have to be applied.’12 The hegemonic role of British 
aviation was also displayed back home, in the yearly air pageant at Hendon, 
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‘which often culminated in displays of bomb attacks on model "Arab" or 
"African" villages.’13 The French, ostensibly even more ruthless than the 
British, bombed tribes and villages in various parts of their empire, includ-
ing Indochina, North Africa and Syria. Mussolini’s bombing of Ethiopia is 
also well known. The point of this digression is simply to emphasize that 
European civil aviation grew up in an environment that vaunted hegemony, 
and that made technology and nationalism tools of survival, status and con-
trol within the international political system.

Hegemonic nationalism influenced critical international diplomatic nego-
tiations and their outcome. For all the talk of national self-determination 
at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, the result of the negotiations was to 
enhance the reach of British and French imperial dominance (through the 
mandate system), to finalize the destruction of the Austro-Hungarian and 
Ottoman empires, emasculate their resultant states (Austria, Hungary and 
Turkey) and, finally, to emasculate Germany by diminishing both its formal 
power and symbolic status. Among other things, Germany was stripped of 
its colonies, which represented an actual loss of imperial power as well as a 
potent symbol of international humiliation and loss of prestige.

The impact of hegemonic nationalism at the Paris Peace Conference also 
extended to aviation, including the regulatory structure of civil aviation. 
Aviation was held to be so important for military power that restrictions 
were placed on the defeated powers in this domain. They were prohibited 
from developing military aviation or establishing air ministries or acade-
mies, and their airspace rights were curtailed (for example, airspace above 
Istanbul, the Bosporus and the Dardanelles was declared to be off-limits 
to the defeated powers). Their civil aviation was also curbed. The defeated 
nations could develop civil aviation only within their own national borders, 
and restrictions were placed on aircraft that could be deployed. Germany’s 
restrictions included a permanent prohibition of military aviation, and a 
six-month ban on civil aircraft construction starting in 1920, subsequently 
extended to May 1922. In 1919, and again in 1921, all German airplanes 
were confiscated. Further, Germany could only establish a domestic civil 
aviation system; it could not import or export aircraft; and it had to give 
the Allied and Associated Powers free access to its airspace until 1 January 
1923. The Rhineland continued to be banned to all German aircraft even 
after 1923, while its airspace remained open to the allies. These controls 
were supplemented by further technical restrictions on the commercial air-
craft that could be built (speed, size, engine horsepower, maximum altitude, 
etc.). Aviation industry observers agreed that the restrictions made it virtu-
ally impossible for German manufacturers to export, or for German airlines 
to establish safe and economically viable services. Only in mid-1926 were 
these rules lifted.14

The international regulatory regime for civil aviation that emerged after 
the First World War also reflected nationalist concerns. An Aeronautical 
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Commission established at the Paris Peace Conference drafted a 
‘Convention relating to the Regulation of Aerial Navigation’ (known as the 
Paris Convention). Although recognizing the need for each signatory state 
‘in time of peace to accord freedom of innocent passage above its terri-
tory to the aircraft of the other contracting States,’15 the treaty formalized 
national sovereignty over airspace. A British White Paper of 1944 explained 
that the Paris Convention ‘embodied the doctrine of the national sover-
eignty of the air.’16 Two lawyers involved in international air law were even 
more forceful: ‘international aviation exists at present only by concession, 
not at all by right. The sovereignty of each nation of the globe over its own 
air space is absolute.’17

In the years following the Versailles conference, the reach of hegemonic 
aviation nationalism expanded, appearing in everything from speeches, 
memoirs, celebratory volumes and newspaper articles to aviation journals, 
bureaucratic memos and reports, scholarly writings and children’s books.18 
Aerial triumphs were represented as feats of the nation, while successes 
of rival nations were treated as threats to be equalled and bettered. The 
Chairman of Britain’s Parliamentary Air Committee, for example, saw avia-
tion as ‘the new foundation of Britain’s supremacy as a world power’, warn-
ing that ‘with foreign aviation centres so active, it is essential that we should 
consider what steps are to be taken to maintain this supremacy.’19

States saw civil aviation as a cornerstone of military power because it 
promoted the growth and stability of an aeronautical industry. Leading 
European commercial airlines were tied to nationally based aircraft firms.20 
For example, British national policy required Imperial Airways to buy from 
national suppliers, and all Europe’s Great Powers encouraged local suppliers. 
National boosters, taking this idea to its logical conclusion, touted autarky 
in aviation technology and criticized international licensing agreements 
as dangerous and unpatriotic. A 1925 editorial in a French aviation jour-
nal argued that building an aircraft engine in France under British licence 
would have ‘a disastrous propaganda effect on foreigners’, would ‘unjustly’ 
place French firms in competition with foreigners, and would tend to make 
the French dependent on foreigners (‘tributaires de l’étranger’).21

Civil aviation also fostered complementary systems needed for military 
aviation, such as airfields, flying schools and meteorology, while helping to 
maintain a force of trained pilots who could be transferred to military duty 
if needed. Flying for civil airlines would also make these pilots familiar with 
their national airspace and that of other countries over which they flew. 
A pilot affiliated with the British Royal Institute of International Affairs 
reported that authorities in France, Italy and Spain told him they did not 
like him flying over their airspace because ‘when you come again you will 
know the country.’22 All European nations in this era were alert to the mili-
tary benefits of civil aviation. Indeed, civil aviation in interwar Europe must 
be seen as an integral part of the system of hegemonic nationalism.23
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The interaction of national and international aspects of 
civil aviation in Europe

Yet civil aviation in Europe could not achieve much within strictly national 
confines. The altered map following the First World War showed small new 
states, and aviation further reduced their effective size. Airplanes travelled 
as the crow flies, and even ordinary passenger planes in the 1920s travelled 
at 80–100 miles per hour. Further, since commercial air routes linked major 
urban centres, a flight of several hours between two large European cities 
usually meant crossing borders. The high cost of air travel in the 1920s rela-
tive to railway travel also meant that aviation could only compete against 
railways over long distances, such as the route between Paris and Istanbul, 
where planes substantially decreased travel times.24 A private French com-
pany, CIDNA, built up the Paris–Istanbul route over the first half of the 
1920s, in competition with the famed Orient Express railway.25 In 1927, the 
trip by air took almost three full days (one day less than the train trip), but 
by 1930 the air travel time was reduced to a day, significantly enhancing the 
airline’s competitive position.

In addition to conditions favouring international air routes within Europe, 
imperial aims of some nations also mandated an international role for avia-
tion beyond Europe. Commercial aviation had a prominent imperial role 
because it helped move the mail, people and goods needed to maintain an 
empire and open new colonial areas to development. In the 1920s, European 
imperialist states often gave preference to air routes that established colo-
nial connections, according domestic and inter-European routes secondary 
importance. From this perspective, Europe was merely a space that had to 
be crossed to reach the colonies. The air routes developed by Britain, France, 
the Netherlands and Belgium were all primarily aimed at establishing colo-
nial connections.26

According to R.E.G. Davies, Britain ‘showed a complete lack of interest in 
Europe’ in the sphere of civil aviation in the 1920s and 1930s.27 In 1924, 
the British government engineered a merger of several private lines to cre-
ate a single, national, subsidized airline called Imperial Airways. The name 
summed up the airline’s principal mission: to connect Britain to its col-
onies and dependencies. In a 1920 talk on ‘Imperial Air Routes’, Britain’s 
Controller-General of Civil Aviation, Frederick Sykes, set down what he 
saw as ‘the requirements of aviation on an Empire basis.’28 Egypt would be 
the centre of his imagined space, serving as ‘the “hub” or ... the Clapham 
Junction of the India, Australia, and Cape routes, and the heart of the whole 
system of their expansion’. The first link in this imperial system, completed 
by early 1927, was a service from this hub – Egypt – to Karachi. The for-
mation of Imperial Airways actually led to a decrease in the route mileage 
flown within Europe: the company’s European services were limited to a 
few cities for most of the 1920s. In 1925, they only included flights from 
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London to Paris, Zurich, Ostend (for summer holidays) and Cologne (and 
thence to Berlin via a German airline).29 Interior, domestic lines were like-
wise ignored. Only in September 1930 did Imperial Airways begin an exper-
imental service from London to Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool.30

In France, domestic routes were maintained only when they were compo-
nents of colonial and other key international routes. A retrospective on the 
first 25 years of French aviation noted that routes such as Paris–Marseilles 
were only kept in service when they served as links ‘with other lines, nota-
bly, with respect to Marseille, toward Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Syria, India, 
and Indochina’.31 France devoted much effort to opening up air routes to 
North Africa. Casablanca was a key junction within French imperial space; 
it was linked by an air service to Toulouse (over 1,100 miles) before Paris 
was linked to Lyon and Marseilles.32 By 1925 it was possible to fly from 
Toulouse to Casablanca (Morocco) and Oran (Algeria), and from Rabat to Fez 
in Morocco. By 1930, Toulouse was linked by air to Dakar (Senegal). Flying 
reduced the travel time for this journey from eight days to thirty hours.33

Imperialist states focused not only on gaining access to their colonies 
through commercial air routes (if sometimes only through the medium of 
airmail), but also on building air routes within their colonies as tools of 
economic development and political control. The Belgian national airline 
SABENA established a 1,422-mile route within the Congo in the first half 
of the 1920s, serving Boma, Leopoldville and Elizabethville.34 The cost of 
establishing such routes impeded the growth of inter-European air routes 
and traffic.

Hegemonic nationalist thinking also created political frictions that hin-
dered route and traffic development. European nations jealously guarded 
their airspace sovereignty, using it in every imaginable way to thwart ene-
mies, to gain extra benefits from friends, or as a bargaining chip in aero-
nautical and other diplomatic negotiations. From 1923 to 1926, Germany 
repeatedly used its (partial) air sovereignty as a weapon against France in its 
struggle to be freed of Allied restrictions on its civil aviation. French com-
mercial pilots bound for Prague who were forced to land in Germany (not 
unusual in this era of temperamental aircraft) were jailed, treated with bru-
tality, and their planes confiscated.35 Italy refused to allow British planes to 
use Italian airspace for most of the 1920s, making it impossible for Imperial 
Airways to establish a full air route through Europe to reach its colonies. 
A portion of the trip had to be done by rail. Italy’s hope, according to an 
Italian journalist, was to use its growing strength in aviation – its ‘new 
authority’ – to control the Mediterranean region and impede Britain’s impe-
rial agenda.36 When the Italian government did finally give Britain access 
to its airspace, Britain had to agree to subsidize an unprofitable Italian air 
route by sharing the income of the Imperial Airways routes that used Italian 
airspace. Foreign airlines wanting to use Greek national airspace had to land 
in Athens and ‘coordinate their schedules with those of the domestic Greek 
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air services.’37 Governments also charged various fees to foreign airlines – 
mooring fees, commissions on passenger bookings, extra duties on fuel, and 
so on.38 National sovereignty over airspace meant that negotiations for long 
transnational routes took years and required direct government-to-govern-
ment negotiations. Airlines could not hope to develop international links 
without unremitting support from their national governments.

Nationalism also paradoxically fostered international co-operation in 
European civil aviation, however. Inter-European commercial air travel 
required agreement and co-operation (e.g. in meteorological data) from 
every country on a route. The limited range of 1920s aircraft meant that 
flying from, say, Britain to Switzerland required several stops in different 
countries. Multilateral co-operation was required not only to access air-
space, airports and safety and meteorological systems along a route, but also 
to regulate such issues as pilot and aircraft credentials, customs procedures, 
baggage handling, airmail, liability in cases of death, injury or loss of goods, 
ticketing, co-ordination of timetables, co-ordination of passenger flows over 
multiple carriers, maintenance and repair services, and so on.

Ironically, the leader in organizing international co-operation in civil avi-
ation in the early 1920s was none other than Germany, guided by nation-
alistic motives rooted in the severity of the Allied controls over German 
aviation. Germany spent the first half of the1920s evading these restrictions 
in clever ways. British Brigadier-General P.R.C. Groves commented that a 
history of Germany’s efforts in this regard ‘... would run into several large 
volumes, each of which could serve as a work of reference on the kindred 
arts of evasion and subterfuge. The clauses were contested paragraph by 
paragraph, phrase by phrase, and aircraft material was constantly hidden, 
manufactured, and exported.’39 Since military aviation was prohibited, 
Germany concentrated on civil aviation to maintain strong capabilities for 
a subsequent return to military flying. It evaded Allied restrictions by par-
ticipating in multinational pools, by setting up aircraft factories beyond its 
borders and by establishing airlines in other countries that could, in turn, 
organize flights into and out of Germany.

The results of Germany’s international efforts in aviation were so impres-
sive that it became the leader in expanding Europe’s air network. The 
Deutsche Luft Reederei (an airline company established under the auspices 
of A.E.G., Zeppelin and the Hamburg-Amerika shipping line) began organ-
izing co-operative pools in 1919, followed by the Aero-Lloyd Company.40 
The Junkers firm also fostered international co-operation. It helped estab-
lish airlines in Switzerland, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden, 
Finland, Norway, the Netherlands, Hungary, Albania, the USSR and Austria. 
Many later grew into national airlines (e.g. Swissair, Finnair, Lot). Junkers’ 
method to evade restrictions was to provide planes free of charge in return 
for shares in the new airline companies. Junkers also established factories 
abroad where commercial aircraft could be built or assembled without 
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restriction, and it organized airline groupings that shared routes, advertis-
ing, costs and revenues, began standardizing equipment and co-operated 
in repair and maintenance. These networks included the Ost-Europa Union 
(later renamed Nordeuropa Union), which served the Baltic area, and the 
Transeuropa Union, which served the Alps area. In 1925 these two unions 
were merged to form Europa Union. The latter was dissolved in January 
1926, when Allied restrictions on German civil aviation ended and Deutsche 
Lufthansa was established.41

Germany also helped establish the organization that became the main 
international forum for airline companies worldwide, the International Air 
Traffic Association. It began in 1919 as a co-operative effort by airlines from 
Germany, Britain, Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden. In September 
1919, plans were publicized for a German air postal service that would 
include a route from Berlin to Copenhagen. A year later, in September 1920, 
a multilateral arrangement was made for the Dutch airline KLM, the Danish 
airline DDL and the German airline DLR to establish an international air 
route linking Rotterdam to Copenhagen, through Amsterdam and Hamburg, 
the ‘world’s first airline pool service.’ By February 1922, plans were being 
made to include London and Stockholm on the route, and eventually it 
extended from Malmoe (Sweden) to London, via Copenhagen, Hamburg, 
Bremen and Amsterdam. IATA continued to attract new members in the 
1920s and beyond, including French, British and Belgian airlines, and the 
pools it helped organize became a dominant model for European interna-
tional routes.42

Pools could be uneconomic, however. With income shared on jointly oper-
ated lines, most airlines could not make a profit. Beyond pooling, national stra-
tegic and prestige considerations also resulted in expensive route duplication. 
French and British airlines both served the London–Paris route, eventually 
leading the British companies operating the route to bankruptcy (probably 
because they were not subsidized as heavily as their French counterparts), 
after which the French and British governments agreed each to subsidize a 
single, national carrier for the route. Maintaining the route with separate 
French and British carriers became a matter of pride for the two countries.

By the mid-1930s, European civil aviation had become a culture of 
national airlines. Although the first European airlines arose as competitive 
private enterprises, most required subsidies to stay afloat. Ultimately all 
European states subsidized their airlines, whether as a matter of imperial 
policy, to maintain a state airline and prestigious international routes in 
situations where national pride overruled the verdict of economics,43 or to 
create and maintain a military capability in aviation. The trend in European 
civil aviation was toward a national, subsidized airline for each state: KLM 
for the Netherlands (1919), Sabena for Belgium (1923), Imperial Airways 
for Britain (1924), Deutsche Lufthansa for Germany (1926), Lot for Poland 
(1929), Swissair for Switzerland (1931), Air France (1933), and so on.44
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Spatial structure of the civil aviation network in Europe

Given the tensions within European civil aviation, what can be concluded 
about the spatial structure of the network that emerged in the 1920s, con-
sidering also the technical characteristics of the aircraft used? Several key 
points emerge. First, the network was ‘self-organizing’ in the sense that it 
did not follow any master plan and was not fully or uniformly regulated 
under any international body. The national sovereignty principle meant 
that routes evolved on the basis of bilateral agreements between govern-
ments. IATA and ICAN (the International Commission on Aerial Navigation 
established by the Paris Convention) served as forums for multilateral 
 co-operation on route development and technical, legal and safety issues, 
but these bodies did not override national interests. International route 
development was still highly politicized.

Second, the unique character of the German network stands out. Deprived 
of colonies and of the right to develop military aviation, it alone began 
seriously developing domestic and inter-European air networks. Germany’s 
domestic network grew into a hub and feeder system, with the main hub at 
Berlin and secondary hubs at cities close to the border (Hamburg, Munich, 
Frankfurt). In 1934, German commercial aircraft transported nearly 166,000 
passengers, three times the number carried by British, French or Dutch air-
lines, and in September 1934 Deutsche Lufthansa carried its millionth pas-
senger. Germany’s domestic air system was also connected to international 
routes. The initial technique of achieving these connections was mutual 
benefit, since Germany, with no imperial advantages and limited aviation 
rights before mid-1926, had little political leverage. Yet mutual benefit pro-
duced results. Some cities outside Germany contributed financially to the 
Nord-Europa and Trans-Europa Unions in return for being included in the 
network. By the end of 1933, airlines had been established in all the states 
surrounding Germany, and a series of international networks radiated out 
from Germany to many areas of Europe, to the Soviet Union and to South 
America (on a route that came to be pooled with Air France).45

Third, the German case shows what European aviation was not: a coher-
ent, integrated, European system. The network structure that emerged in the 
1920s and 1930s was mainly a series of imperial access routes linked by 
interconnections between major European cities. Some areas were left out 
of the system entirely, while others, like Athens and Istanbul, were over-
served for political reasons. Istanbul was a convenient stop on imperial and 
international routes because it was a free airspace. Many airlines stopped 
in Athens because no commercial service was allowed to fly over Greece 
without a local stop. However, countries like Ireland and Portugal were not 
linked to the European network, nor were regional cities like Manchester 
and Bordeaux.46 In short, the system’s spatial organization mainly followed 
geographies of empire and political influence in the interwar period (see 
Figures 10.1 and 10.2.).
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Figure 10.1 Map of European air routes, 1922

Source: This map first appeared in The Times (London), ‘World Air Routes’, 22 August 1923, p. 10, 
Col. A.
© The Times/nisyndication.com.

Fourth, despite national sovereignty over airspace and the growing domi-
nance of subsidized national airlines, civil aviation in interwar Europe was 
nevertheless a transnational project in which international routes were often 
pooled. Yet the pools and other forms of aviation co-operation were largely 
invisible to the general public. Such co-operation amounted to a form of 
hidden integration.47 The pools depended on previous government agree-
ments establishing criteria for the use of airspace, airports, and provision of 
lighting, communication and meteorological information, without which 
commercial flying was impossible. IATA, building on these political accords, 
also helped co-ordinate international routes and foster co-operation in areas 
such as ticketing, baggage and liability.48 The extent of European interna-
tional co-operation in civil aviation during this period had no parallel else-
where in the world. ICAN was dominated by European states, and until 
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1938 IATA was strictly a European organization and had no counterpart 
elsewhere in the world.49

Technological characteristics of civil aircraft in the 1920s – low flying 
speeds and limited range – also shaped the network, necessitating a multi-
lateral system of co-operation. Various types of aircraft operated on Europe’s 
commercial lines, including a range of flying boats. France, for example, 
had more than half a dozen aircraft manufacturers that produced aircraft 
used by commercial airlines. Yet the planes of European commercial air-
lines all operated within a fairly restricted range of technological capabili-
ties. Aircraft cruising speeds rose from 130–160 km/h in the early 1920s to 
200–210 km/h in the late 1920s. The planes flew at low altitudes, initially 
around 600 m, with cruising altitudes reaching around 1500 m later in the 
decade (and maximum altitudes around 4,900 m). Their maximum ranges 
varied from roughly 400 km in the early 1920s up to 950–1200 km in the 
early 1930s. Payloads were small, and extra pounds so strongly affected air-
craft performance that passengers and luggage had to be weighed before 
boarding.50

Junkers aircraft, widely used in the 1920s and 1930s, exemplify the capa-
bilities of European commercial carriers of the era. The Junkers F13 series, in 
service from the early 1920s up to the mid-1930s, was the most widely used 
European commercial aircraft of its time: over 320 were sold in thirty coun-
tries. It was produced in several variations, but on average, as built in the 
early 1920s, it could carry four passengers plus two pilots 400 to 650 km at a 
cruising speed of 135 km/h. By the late 1920s and early 1930s, a new genera-
tion Junkers G23/24 could carry nine passengers over 1300  km at around 
182 km/h. The speed and distance limits of the early planes meant that a 
long international route was really a series of short hops. Also, given the low 
flying altitudes of 1920s, flying over mountains was difficult or impossi-
ble. While these conditions might seem to favour development of national, 
domestic airline networks, competition with automobiles and cheap railway 
travel inhibited such a trend.51

Finally, the European air network – comprising many airlines, complex 
pooling arrangements, and routes and service shaped by political consid-
erations – was not economically viable without national subsidies. Pooled 
international routes were run at a loss because the volume of traffic was not 
sufficient to cover the costs of maintaining multiple airlines. The emphasis 
on imperial access routes raised costs because a premium had to be paid 
to access the airspace of nations over which they flew, and because traf-
fic volumes were low. By the early 1930s, the inefficiency of the European 
system – a host of national airlines serving a space smaller than the United 
States – was recognized and understood. An Italian engineer, reflecting in 
1935 on the causes for the ‘stagnation’ of European aviation relative to the 
United States, explained that the European network followed fantasy rather 
than economic logic, and had accumulated ‘a puzzle of small lines’, all 
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organized and equipped differently: ‘In Europe, aviation is still a political 
affair.’ He concluded that ‘Europe and the European network are what they 
are: the United States of Europe does not yet exist.’52

Flying: Transcendence, time–space compression and 
European identity

Despite its idiosyncrasies, the early civil aviation network in Europe contrib-
uted to the formation of European identities, both through the challenges 
of its construction and through the new and imagined experiences of air 
mobility it fostered. Air travel had two characteristics that distinguished it 
from other types of commercial transportation. First, it was transcendent – 
air travellers literally flew above the Earth; and second, it was extremely fast 
compared with other forms of transport. Both characteristics transformed 
experience and contributed to the growth of imagined communities beyond 
the nation state.

Aviation posters in the 1920s and early 1930s often emphasized the theme 
of transcendence. They depicted airplanes surrounded by space and clouds, 
or soaring into the sun; airplanes above expansive vistas of land, sea and 
mountains; larger than life airplanes with tiny human settlements or build-
ings below. They portrayed airplanes flying over continents and between 
continents, with the continents appearing flat, or following the curvature 
of the earth, like a map or globe stretched out far below the travelling plane, 
often with the route drawn in (Figure 10.3).

Seeing the world from a plane gave a unique perspective on human 
society. Looking down from an altitude of thousands of feet, the power of 
nature seemed large, and the lives of humans seemed small. The incred-
ible geographical reach of aviation – the ability to soar over seas and conti-
nents – further heightened this experience. By making human settlements 
seem less imposing, and by connecting them more frequently over much 
larger areas, civil aviation promoted a more global and less conflictive view 
of society, raised questions about the foundations of nations and national-
ism, and suggested the need for a wider sense of community.

Aviation had this effect on Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the famed 
French pilot–philosopher who worked for the French commercial air-
line, Aéropostale, in the 1920s. This company opened up the route that 
extended from Toulouse to Casablanca, Dakar, across the Atlantic Ocean to 
Brazil, and then across the Andes to Santiago de Chile. Saint-Exupéry thus 
owed his early career to French imperialism, yet he rejected its hegemonic 
mindset. For Saint-Exupéry, aviation was above all a tool of understand-
ing, revealing the unity of mankind. When he and other pioneer aviators 
flew over vast swathes of uncharted territory to explore new routes, they 
gazed down upon a visibly powerful natural world that displayed no bor-
ders. And they saw tiny people whose similarities seemed more pronounced 
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Figure 10.3 Transcendent aviation (1919, Latécoère line to North Africa)

Source: Reproduced with permission from the Air France Museum Collection.
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than their differences when viewed from a height of several thousand feet. 
Over multiple continents, wherever nature allowed, they saw small towns 
and houses and families, each with its lives and loves. In ‘The Plane and 
Planet’, a chapter from Terre des hommes, Saint-Exupéry noted that human 
settlements seemed, from a plane, like fragile bits of life that had managed 
to take hold in ‘the fundament of rock and sand and salt’:

The airplane has unveiled for us the true face of the earth. ... [From] the 
height of our rectilinear trajectories ... we discover the essential founda-
tion ... [in which] life, like a little moss in the crevices of ruins, has risked 
its precarious existence. We ... have now been transformed into physicists, 
biologists, students of the civilizations that ... bloom like gardens where 
the climate allows. We are able to judge man in cosmic terms, scrutinize 
him through our portholes as through instruments of the laboratory.53

For Saint-Exupéry, the implication of seeing man ‘in cosmic terms’ was to 
underscore the unity of mankind and the absurdity of rivalry and war:

Why should we hate one another? We are together [solidaire], borne 
through life on the same planet, we form the crew of the same ship. 
Civilizations may, indeed, compete to bring forth new syntheses, but it 
is monstrous that they should devour one another. To set man free it is 
enough that we help one another to realize that there does exist a goal 
towards which all mankind is striving. Why should we not strive toward 
that goal together, since it is what unites us all?54

Saint-Exupéry’s globalist vision found a wide audience in the interwar 
period. By 1934, his first novel, Vol de nuit (1931), based on his experience at 
Aéropostale, had been made into a movie. The book articulated the experi-
ence of seeing global humanity in miniature from a plane in flight. And 
his later book, Terre des hommes (quoted above), became a bestseller when 
released in the United States in 1939.55 In recounting the meaning that Saint-
Exupéry derived from his knowledge of aviation, I am not trying to suggest 
that air travel alone created a vision of global humanity, for such thinking 
has a long tradition in religious, philosophical and humanistic thought.56 
But the unique experience of transcendence that aviation provided meshed 
with such views and gave them a new concreteness and legitimacy.

The other distinctive characteristic of air travel was speed, which permitted 
new and enlarged mobilities. Already in 1920, flying from Paris to Prague took 
only six hours, dramatically shortening a 32-hour train ride. Professionals 
began travelling by air within and beyond Europe because of this time 
advantage. A woman magazine editor, asked in 1926 why she chose to fly, 
responded: ‘The goal I pursue? Speed!’57 Airline travel posters also emphasized 
this theme. An Imperial Airways poster from the 1920s invited readers to ‘Fly 
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between Cairo, Bagdad [sic] and Basra, and save time.’ A French poster of the 
same period showed ‘Father Time’ rushing through space, accompanied by an 
airplane, with the earth below. Its caption: ‘Time is money; Wings save time’ 
(see Figure 10.4). A 1931 poster for the French airline CIDNA featured a giant 
speed arrow stretching through a sky at dusk, alongside a plane in flight. The 
poster’s text read: ‘Paris-Istanbul in the same day.’58

The dramatically increased speed of air travel over ever-longer routes pro-
duced time–space compression. The first generation of European air travel-
lers began using this phenomenon to manage wider social networks and to 
compress more work and experience into a day, a week, and ultimately into 
the fixed time span of their lives. Telecommunications also compressed time 
and space, but aviation was different. It could move people through space, 
not just voices or messages. Aviation produced a more palpable form of time–
space compression, one that could be directly lived and felt. Transcendent 
speed leading to time–space compression was aviation’s unique contribution 
to modernity (and post-modernity). One European businessman who took 
advantage of time–space compression explained, ‘You can go from Budapest 
to Vienna and back in a day, after having devoted eight hours in Vienna to 
business.’ Another, who worked in Casablanca, commented that he was able 
to ‘leave from Casablanca on a Thursday, handle an affair in Paris ... and 
come back to Casablanca on Sunday.’ Colonial officials used air travel to 
reconnect more frequently with home and family, instead of spending years 
away without a trip home. A professor from Luxembourg explained that fly-
ing enabled him to condense three separate trips into one eight-day break 
during Pentecost: ‘I had to make three visits that would have been impossible 
under ordinary conditions of travel. I had to travel successively to Paris, to 
Graz (in Styria) and to Prague, where I was invited by Director Stoklasa, the 
renowned professor of the young republic of Czechoslovakia.’59 A European 
aviation convert in the field of cinematography explained that air travel 
enabled him to overtake his competitors while keeping to the deadlines that 
were so crucial in his profession. He also explained that flying made him 
feel superhuman relative to the ‘ant-people’ who stayed below, implying not 
just that they appeared small when viewed from far above, but that the con-
tent of their lives was more limited without the advantages of transcendent 
time–space compression.60

Time–space compression through aviation made it possible to contem-
plate tourism in a new way, as a kind of brief immersion into an alternate 
world. Already in 1920, a German aviation enthusiast envisioned this kind 
of ‘instant’ cultural and environmental transplantation through aviation. 
He mused that, as soon as even slightly improved aircraft were available,

A veritable Wonderland will then lie before us. We shall be able to take 
breakfast at 7 a.m. in Berlin, to get into a comfortable airplane cabin 
at ... 8 a.m. and sit there in a luxurious club chair, smoking a cigar and 
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Figure 10.4  Rapid air travel (French air poster, ‘Time is Money’, 1920s)

Source: Reproduced with permission from the Air France Museum Collection.
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reading the morning paper while we glance from time to time at the 
world below us as we fleet by at the rate of 300 km. p.h. ... and the clock 
will barely have struck two before we shall be sitting at lunch at Tunis, 
under the burning sun of Africa.61

Significantly, the travel portion of this imagined trip was a form of non-
travel: the passenger merely sat comfortably, read a newspaper and smoked 
a cigar until lunchtime. He might have been in a gentleman’s club in the 
city. Yet when the passenger arose for lunch, he found himself in a totally 
different environment. This was a new world of exotic culture for quick con-
sumption. By the end of the 1920s, we begin to see the concept of the two-
week vacation to distant lands for busy urbanites made possible by rapid 
air travel. In an article on ‘touristic aviation’, a French baron commented: 
‘in two weeks of vacation, it is possible to reach Lake Chad, visit English 
Nigeria, hunt elephants there, and get back to your office in Paris.’62

Among those who depicted the phenomenon of space–time compression 
most clearly during our period was the Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset, 
in his iconic work, Revolt of the Masses, published in 1930. He observed that 
compression of space and time was bringing about a greater density of life 
experiences and a juxtaposition of cultures that was unimaginable in an 
earlier era:

This nearness of the far-off, this presence of the absent, has extended ... the 
horizon of each individual existence. ... [There is reason for the] worship 
of mere speed which is at present being indulged in by our contempo-
raries. Speed ... made up of space and time ... serves to nullify them. ... By 
annulling them we give them life, we make them serve vital purposes, 
we can be in more places than we could before, enjoy more comings and 
goings, consume more cosmic time in less vital time.63

Ortega y Gasset saw the space–time shift of life and the expansion of its 
reach as a global trend, with specific implications for European nations, 
making them increasingly small and provincial.64 Observing that ‘the new 
methods of transport’ had ‘nullified’ the role of national borders as ‘natural 
frontiers’, he argued that Europe’s kaleidoscope of borders and nations could 
no longer be a viable foundation for European politics, intellectual creativ-
ity or economic development. The reason was not only that creative projects 
in this new era could easily extend beyond old borders, but also that they 
increasingly needed to do so:

For the first time, the European, checked in his projects, economic, 
political, intellectual, by the limits of his own country, feels that those 
projects ... are out of proportion to the size of the collective body in which 
he is enclosed. And so he has discovered that to be English, German, or 
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French is to be provincial. He has found out that he is ‘less’ than he was 
before, for previously the Englishman, the Frenchman, and the German 
believed, each for himself, that he was the universe.65

Europeans, he continued, could no longer ‘breathe the air’ of their nations 
because it was ‘a confined air’, and ‘what was before a nation open to all the 
winds of heaven’ was now ‘turned into something provincial, an enclosed 
space.’ He concluded that the only way to move beyond this impasse was 
to construct a larger European nation, and he believed that the ‘psycho-
logical architecture’ needed for this transformation already existed: ‘we are 
more influenced by what is European in us than by what is special to us as 
Frenchmen, Spaniards, and so on66.

In calling attention to the disconnect between the small scale of European 
nations compared with the growing reach of Europeans’ creative endeav-
ours, Ortega y Gasset could have pointed to civil aviation as a telling exam-
ple. So pronounced was the gap between nationalist strategies and the 
transnational reach and mission of civil aviation that key actors engaged in 
building Europe’s aviation network in the 1920s also developed an integra-
tionist outlook, similar to that of Ortega y Gasset. Jean Brun, who helped 
to establish a pool among six European airlines (French, German, Dutch, 
Belgian, Danish and Swedish) in the 1920s, gave a speech in 1928 calling 
attention to the transnational character of civil aviation and its potential to 
unite Europe:

In a few hours aviation overflows frontiers, suppresses national barriers, 
intensifies people-to-people exchanges, thus revealing itself as the mar-
velous tool to employ to construct the United States of Europe and this 
permanent cooperation that we so ardently desire.67

Others, focusing on barriers to the development of civil aviation, expressed 
frustration at Europe’s many borders and at petty nationalism that politi-
cized route development and obstructed full implementation of this creative 
project. In a 1935 talk, Imperial Airways’ general manager Harold Burchall 
asserted that it was

 ... probably not too much to say that the future of civilization depends 
upon moderation of the purely national spirit and upon the develop-
ment of closer understanding between peoples and races. The essential 
link in such a bond of understanding is rapid transport. The greater the 
development of transport, particularly in speed and frequency, the more 
justified and stronger become such links. Unfortunately, during the last 
ten years ... there has been evidence, in Europe and elsewhere, of extreme 
nationalism, which has hindered the full development of this new means 
of transport ... and unless this effect of extreme nationalism is moderated, 
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air transport will become so hampered that the advantages of interna-
tional air services will be largely discounted.68

In the discussion following the talk, one commentator suggested ‘taking 
away the sovereignty of the air from the nations’ and ‘Europeanising civil 
aviation’ in order to achieve ‘the kind of freedom for air transport that was 
desired’.69

A sub-theme that entered Europeanist discourse during these years was 
the challenge posed by America. Europe’s fragmentation and rival national-
isms were felt to be unworkable not only because of the possibilities created 
by new technology but also because they put it at a disadvantage relative 
to the United States: a Europe whose projects were always constrained by 
national jealousies would not be able to keep pace in the world. This con-
cern with the competitive impact of America’s large, integrated market was 
widely discussed within European business, government and intellectual 
circles in the 1920s and early 1930s. Ortega y Gasset took up the question as 
well. He argued that if Americans seemed to do more than Europeans and 
develop new ideas faster, it was only because they did not have to contend 
with a fragmented space.70

Within the world of civil aviation, researchers showed numerically where 
Europe stood relative to the United States. Enrico Venturini, an Italian engi-
neer working in the area of air traffic management for the airline Società 
Aerea Mediterranea, presented data in 1936 showing that the average cost 
to operate a commercial airline in Europe was eighteen francs per kilome-
tre, whereas American airlines cost, on average, less than five francs per 
kilometre, a three-fold difference. Venturini analysed the reasons for higher 
European costs: duplication of routes, lack of standardization, inefficiency 
of the overall network architecture, and lower passenger numbers. What 
is noteworthy about Venturini’s analysis is not only its European concep-
tual framework, but also its concreteness. It attempted to show, directly and 
numerically, just how much European projects were hindered by unfettered 
nationalism. The answer came in at thirteen francs per kilometre, mak-
ing European airline routes 260% more expensive to operate per kilometre 
than their American counterparts. Analyses like these reinforced a growing 
view that national rivalries were detrimental to the larger public good of 
Europeans and ultimately self-destructive.71

Air travel, tourism and identity

While many observers complained about the negative consequences of 
European nationalism for aviation, airlines began to alter the meaning of 
nationalism and to enlarge identities by promoting air travel – and its desti-
nations – as consumer goods. In doing so, airlines built upon a tradition that 
linked transportation to a concept of pleasurable mobility.72 People travel 
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for diverse reasons, many far from pleasant. To promote voluntary travel for 
non-economic reasons, the travel experience had to be presented as some-
thing enjoyable. In the case of air travel, which was still quite expensive in 
the 1920s, the promotion of air tourism was directed at elites who had other 
options, since they could travel by car, ship or train, or simply stay home.

Airlines encouraged tourism in part through the propagation of luxury 
travel standards. Interwar airline posters convey themes of comfort, status 
and opulence, extending a practice that had evolved since the  nineteenth 
century to promote travel by ships and railways. The great, spacious ocean 
liners of the 1920s and early 1930s were the undisputed leaders of this trend. 
They had ballrooms, theatres, swimming pools and luxury suites, and 
offered elite passengers fine dining and top-flight professional entertain-
ment and music. Railways had much less room to work with, but still cre-
ated a luxury environment for elite passengers. The various Orient Express 
services had elegant dining cars with uniformed stewards, smoking cars, 
and elegantly appointed sleeping cars featuring such touches as wood pan-
elling with intricate marquetry depicting exotic birds and flowers.73

Airplanes were at a clear disadvantage relative to ships and railways in 
their ability to create luxury environments. Early air travel was cramped, 
noisy, sometimes bumpy and cold, and passengers had to be weighed. Yet 
airlines attempted to reproduce the standards of first class railway travel as 
closely as possible. On the Paris–London route, they imitated the standard of 
service provided by the competing cross-channel train service. In 1923, the 
French airline serving this route, Air Union, began offering its passengers a 
‘five course champagne lunch.’74 In 1927, Air Union and Imperial Airways, 
the French and British lines that divided this route, introduced competing 
luxury services named, respectively, the ‘Golden Ray’ and the ‘Silver Wing’ 
service. The latter included a silver-painted plane with matching interior 
(silver and grey), and special seats with ‘comfortable cushions and shoulder 
and head rests’. Passengers were treated to a buffet lunch with spirits, served 
by a uniformed steward.75 A similar luxury service can be seen in a Deutsche 
Lufthansa postcard from the same period (see Figure 10.5).

Airlines also encouraged tourism by portraying other nations and cultures 
as desirable, intriguing – worth visiting. Statistically, tourists are strongly 
deterred by environments known to be dangerous or unpleasant.76 Most 
prefer to go where they know they will be able to relax, have fun, see inter-
esting and attractive sights, and get away from the problems, frustrations or 
dull routine of their lives. Even those who seek new adventures generally 
want them controlled enough to guarantee pleasure and relaxation. Airline 
promoters were attuned to tourists’ desires. They took pains to portray their 
destinations in a positive light. Nowhere do cultures and places seem more 
beckoning, romantic, magical, fun or exotic than on travel posters, and, 
when linked with depictions of the transcendence of air travel, the results 
were captivating. With more destinations added to the roster of possible 
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routes over the course of the 1920s, there was a growing marketplace of 
intriguing, welcoming destinations to be experienced through travel.

The conceptual influence of this kind of travel promotion was to soften 
nationalism and undermine belief in the moral legitimacy of hegemony, a 
crucial foundation of imperialism. Travel posters opened up a  consumers’ 
view of nations by presenting them not as rivals, enemies or inferiors, but 
rather as desirable ‘others’ to be consumed and enjoyed. People moreover 
began internalizing the messages conveyed by such images. Sociologist 
John Urry has argued that international tourism fostered ‘cosmopolitanism’, 
which he defines as ‘an intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness toward 
divergent experiences from different national cultures. There is a search for 
and delight in contrasts between societies rather than a longing for uni-
formity or superiority.’77 Urry sees the emergence of cosmopolitanism – via 
new forms of transport and the new mobilities they produced – as a defin-
ing feature of modernity: ‘a modern person is one who ... conceives of him 
or herself as a consumer of other cultures and places.’78

Yet tourism was not a ticket to Utopia. Air travel posters and other travel 
promotion media proffer fantasies; behind their optimistic stereotypes and 
gloss, international and human relations, and travel itself, are more complex 
and problematic. Tourism was often used as a tool to reinforce and validate 

Figure 10.5 Luxury Service, Deutsche Luft Hansa, Junkers Ju.31, ca. 1928

Source: Reproduced with permission from Lufthansa.
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hegemony and imperialism.79 Showing elite citizens their empire through 
travel could enhance their sense of cultural superiority and ‘ownership’. 
Tourism could also be used as a licence for excess, to escape moral codes.80 
The dissolute and insensitive tourist, and the rich, pompous, patroniz-
ing tourist, are enduring images. On the other side of the coin, however, 
‘locals’ had many ways to take advantage of tourists, make fun of them, 
express hostility, or otherwise make them feel excluded and unwelcome. 
The actual experience of travel could also prove disappointing compared 
with the glossy images, and this was particularly true of air travel in its ini-
tial decades. British documentary filmmaker Paul Rotha was miserable after 
a twelve-week air trip between Karachi and Cape Town in 1932 to make a 
promotional film about imperial aviation. The film was supposed to ‘tell 
of British civil aviation “Blazing New Highways Between Sun and Earth, 
Making Fresh Contact Between the Nations and the Empire” ’, but Rotha

 ... hated the flying. He admired neither the aircraft nor the airline 
[Imperial Airways], which he was supposed to be showing in a good light. 
He had to contend with uncomfortable seating and cabin vibration ... Time 
was wasted at customs posts, film was confiscated, hours were frittered 
away (‘a typical Imperials Airways day’) waiting for aircraft repairs ... . 
Aircraft shortages obliged overland travel on several occasions ... [and] the 
flora, fauna and landscape of Empire appealed to him more than its peo-
ple and settlements: he found Baghdad charmless, decaying and dirty; 
Johannesburg was a gimcrack, exploitative hell-hole.81

Tourism has always embodied contradictions, ambiguities and shattered 
images. Yet acknowledgement of this fact should not lead us to underesti-
mate the discordance between the utopian portrayal of nations and cultures 
that tourism fostered, and the dystopic portrayals of other cultures that ema-
nated from European hegemonic ideology. European imperialism destroyed 
cultures, ignored them as if they did not exist, or perpetuated negative, 
dehumanizing discourses about them to justify and prolong control. An 
intimate sense of this discordance can be understood by considering a pho-
tograph published in 1920 by Britain’s Controller-General of Civil Aviation, 
Frederick Sykes, to accompany his article on ‘Imperial Air Routes’ (see 
Figure 10.6). The illustration, ‘Weeding the Aerodrome’, shows ten Africans 
squatting, weeding an airfield, watched by a white colonial overseer. The 
picture was probably posed (at least the stiff posture of the overseer suggests 
this), which means that there was intent to show the group in a context of 
work and submission. Neither the overseer, nor the photographer, nor the 
aviation bureaucrat appears to care much about the lives or cultural herit-
age of the weeders; we do not get the impression that their culture would 
be allowed to interfere with the work of empire. The picture also shows 
aviation as something imposed on the Africans, with no intent to serve 
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them. Rather, they are made to serve its needs, as defined by the overseer. 
Whereas travel literature promoting empire touted benefits of imperialism 
for the peoples it colonized (such as maintaining peace and order, beautify-
ing colonial cities or restoring ancient cultural monuments), this photo con-
veys a different message, telling us visually that the purpose of empire is not 
to help the people it colonizes, but to control and exploit them. It is a dehu-
manizing, arrogant image, far removed from the world of the travel posters. 
It is true that travel publicity propagated simplified cultural stereotypes, but 
their subjects were not represented in a way that denied them any culture 
or that was dehumanizingly negative. In the simplified emotional world of 
good and bad, travel posters sought to portray other cultures as ‘good’.

Beyond the softer, more positive view of cultural diversity that tour-
ism encouraged, new patterns of tourist travel also reshaped perspectives 
on nationalism and promoted a wider sense of community. To explain 
this point, it is helpful to draw a parallel with Benedict Anderson’s analy-
sis in Imagined Communities. Exploring links between mobility and ideas 
of community, Anderson observed that the patterns of religious pilgrims’ 

Figure 10.6 Africans weeding airfield, with overseer, 1920

Source: This image first appeared in Frederick H. Sykes, ‘Imperial Air Routes’, Geographical Journal 
55(4) (Apr 1920), and is reproduced with permission.
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movements delineated the geographical extent of their community. He pos-
ited a link between the mobility patterns of colonial bureaucrats as they 
were dispatched and reassigned from place to place over the course of their 
careers, and the growth of a sense of community and nationalism among 
them, as their paths crossed and re-crossed over the years.82 A similar idea 
can be applied to tourist mobilities. The expansion of inter-European tourism 
by air, railway, ship and automobile, and the growing association of tourism 
with positive images of cultural diversity, supported integrationist think-
ing. Visiting one another’s home territories with growing frequency made 
European nations seem more closely linked, compatible and co-operative.

Count Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi, doyen of interwar promoters of 
European integration, embraced a Europeanist identity rooted in travel. His 
memoirs link pleasurable mobility with a sense of community, imagining 
a new and more expansive European nation. A wealthy, humanist aristo-
crat, Coudenhove-Kalergi spent a good portion of his time in the 1920s and 
early 1930s – some four months a year – travelling around Europe, ‘generally 
within the large triangle contained between Stockholm, Constantinople 
and Cadiz’.83 ‘Avoiding the main roads’, he ‘gradually and without any set 
plan’ became ‘familiar with the lesser-known parts of Europe’:

There, off the beaten track, we talked to ordinary men of no set political 
views. Invariably we came to speak of Pan-Europe, a Europe as peaceful 
as Switzerland and as wealthy as the United States.84

Coudenhove-Kalergi described himself as ‘a European patriot’ who was 
‘filled with a boundless love for this great continent and determined to fight 
to the end for its ... unification’.85

European aviation, nationalism and identity: 
The balance in 1933

The creators, regulators, users, propagandists and theorists of civil avia-
tion in interwar Europe linked it to competing national and international 
visions. Agents of hegemonic nationalism wanted civil aviation to support 
national interests and enhance colonial access and control. Imperialists like 
Sykes, who saw Egypt as the ‘Clapham Junction’ of the British Empire’s air 
network, were not interested in integrating Europe through civil aviation. 
Yet some believed this technology should be used to build a more cohe-
sive European space. Aviation professionals like Burchall (Imperial Airways), 
Brun (IATA) and Venturini (Società Aerea Mediterranea) championed this 
goal in speeches, reports and statistics, and adopted practical measures to 
work toward it. At the same time, transport publicity created alluring visions 
of European and world cultures to promote pleasurable travel, and leisure 
mobility in turn fostered transnational, cosmopolitan identities, whether 
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European or global. Coudenhove-Kalergi’s travels throughout Europe made 
him feel more European.

The immediate experience of air travel also had the potential to reshape 
identity. Aviation network users – pilots and passengers – felt transformed 
by the time–space compression that this new technology made possible. For 
some professionals and business people, air travel allowed them to become 
more European in practice, through altered mobility patterns. Although most 
of these users did not leave records that would enable us to know if their 
new mobility made them feel more European, theorists of the period, like 
Ortega y Gasset, argued that this was happening. He believed faster travel 
contributed to a growing view of European nation states as provincial con-
fines rather than as the quintessence of human culture and affinity, and he 
argued that the foundations of a European identity already existed. Altered 
mobility could promote global more than European identity, as with Saint-
Exupéry. Yet what is most important about interwar civil aviation is not 
the final tally of identity changes, but rather the way diverse actors began 
discussing the themes of mobility and time–space compression in relation 
to identity, nationalism, and European and global integration.

On balance, however, civil aviation’s nationalist foundations remained 
dominant throughout this era. The new networks and mobilities that civil 
aviation fostered did not negate or fundamentally transform the influence 
of hegemonic nationalism in European politics and international affairs. 
Nation states impeded the growth of a cohesive European network by spend-
ing enormous sums on colonial routes and by political obstructionism that 
hindered European air network development. The regime of national sover-
eignty over airspace meant that international air routes in Europe emerged 
ad hoc, with no overarching plan or system of regulation. The resulting net-
work did not provide cohesive, balanced coverage and service throughout 
Europe. Only Germany, within the context of the Allied prohibition on its 
military aviation, began seriously developing a domestic air network with 
an associated set of inter-European connections.

Apart from the power of nation states to control use of their airspace and 
regulate civil aviation, there were two other main reasons for the compara-
tive weakness of Europeanism and co-operative transnationalism in inter-
war aviation. First, few Europeans travelled by air. The number of passengers 
carried annually on French airlines grew from under 10,000 in the early 
1920s to around 37,000 in 1932.86 Given the population of France (around 
40 million in 1926), this meant a ratio of air travellers to population of less 
than 0.1%. To gain some perspective on this figure, it is worth noting that, 
in 2004, more than 75 million air travellers passed through the two main 
Parisian airports, Charles de Gaulle and Orly, giving a ratio of air travellers 
to population in the order of 125%87. Of course these travellers were not 
all French, either in 2004 or in the 1920s, but the statistical comparison 
does show the enormous increase in air mobility that has occurred since 
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the interwar years. And since Europeans in the 1920s by and large did not 
travel by air, the altered space and time barriers that aviation permitted did 
not affect them. For most Europeans, transnational perspectives or the pos-
sibility of time–space compression through rapid travel could not have had 
much relevance for their daily lives. And with so few people travelling by 
air, there was no popular political pressure to change the existing regime of 
airspace governance and network development.

The other reason why Europeanism in aviation remained muted in this 
period is because the integration that did occur remained largely invisible 
to the public. Organizations like IATA did their work behind the scenes – it 
was known within the aviation community but was not vaunted widely 
in the public sphere through newspapers, books and so on. The aeronauti-
cal industry was also international behind the scenes. Aircraft builders and 
aeronautical engineers understood the international character of scientific 
and technological development in their field, but this reality was not readily 
visible to a general public who saw Handley-Page aircraft in England, Fokker 
in the Netherlands, Junkers in Germany, Potez in France or Savoia Marchetti 
in Italy.88 And second-tier nations in Europe who could not produce their 
own aircraft were not obliged to advertise the fact. Governments, despite 
continual international negotiations to establish international and impe-
rial air routes, often downplayed the transnational content of this work, 
or newspapers spun it to emphasize national accomplishments or impedi-
ments thereto. Integration also remained hidden because some of the spe-
cific forms it took – such as the use of air travel to develop and maintain 
transnational European business networks – were not immediately perceived 
to be part of an integration process.

In contrast to the muted and limited impact of transnationalism and 
Europeanism, nationalism formed a powerful, highly visible bond with civil 
aviation that grew in strength during this era. First, there was a movement 
in the 1920s and early 1930s toward the establishment of visibly national 
airlines. The development of Air France provides a case in point. It was 
formed during the depths of the Depression from five airlines that previ-
ously had non-nationalistic names and images: Air Union, Aéropostale, Air 
Orient, CIDNA, and Lignes Farman (Société Générale de Transports Aériens). 
With the growing world economic crisis of the early 1930s, these airlines 
found it difficult or impossible to survive, even with government subsidies. 
Aéropostale, the famous line on which Saint-Exupéry worked, had already 
filed for bankruptcy before the Air France merger was arranged. With the 
merger, the new airline took a national name, and the state became a stake-
holder with a 25% share in the company. The inauguration of Air France 
was a highly publicized national affair presided over in a ceremony at Le 
Bourget airport in Paris by the French Minister of Aviation, Pierre Cot.89

Everywhere in Europe, nationalist forces appropriated aviation as a uni-
fying national symbol. Mussolini and his followers encouraged a veritable 



European Civil Aviation 319

cult of aviation nationalism.90 In France, beyond the creation of Air France, 
even Saint-Exupéry was treated as a national hero, his successes in writing 
and aviation portrayed as examples of national spirit and greatness, even 
though the message he sought to convey was a plea for global humanism. 
In Germany, although transnationalism was employed as a strategy to build 
civil aviation in the early 1920s, when the country was a pariah state under 
the restrictions of Versailles, the domestic airline network that resulted fur-
ther integrated the national economy. In the words of a British observer of 
the period, ‘Every increase in the speed of transport amounts to a reduc-
tion in distance, therefore in a sense [Germany] has shrunk to a fraction 
of its original size; administration has been facilitated, and there has been 
a general speeding up in internal commercial intercourse.’91 In the 1930s, 
Hitler and the Nazi party used this domestic airline network as a tool of 
political mobilization. Hitler made extensive use of air travel in the election 
campaign of 1932, in which the Nazis became the single largest party in the 
Reichstag. And after the Nazis took power, tailfins on Lufthansa’s aircraft 
were painted with swastikas. The Nazi regime likewise transformed Berlin’s 
airport, Tempelhof, ‘from a symbol of efficiency in air transport ... to a sym-
bol of Nazi grandeur’.92 Such symbolism is caught forever in the opening 
scene of Leni Riefenstahl’s propaganda film, Triumph of the Will, which shows 
an airplane carrying Hitler descending from the clouds over Nuremburg.

In the 1920s and 1930s, European governments simply held the best cards 
when it came to aviation. They alone could approve the terms and limits of 
national airspace and foreign use of that airspace, they alone had the funds 
to keep civil airlines afloat, they (through subsidies and legislation) ulti-
mately determined the balance between imperial, domestic and European 
airline network development, and they also controlled the whole of military 
aviation and the balance between civil and military aviation. The technical 
limits of commercial aviation in this period did not permit the formation of 
a counterweight to aviation nationalism, because they restricted air travel to 
a tiny minority of Europeans. Air tourism (and international tourism gener-
ally) remained little more than a dream in the 1920s for most Europeans. 
International organizations like the League of Nations lacked an effective 
power base in the day-to-day world of international affairs, as did integra-
tionist groups like Coudenhove-Kalergi’s Pan-Europa movement, which 
appealed to a minority of elites and intellectuals. International European 
organizations like IATA had a more practical role in the 1920s. IATA had the 
backing of powerful groups in society (notably businessmen and engineers). 
And, while such groups saw in aviation (and other technologies) a vehicle 
to build a European community beyond the nation state, the conditions for 
such a transformation did not exist. Their organizations had less political 
strength and fewer resources than the numerous and diverse institutions 
supporting nationalist priorities. In 1933, hegemonic nationalism was still 
king, and in some ways civil aviation had made it stronger.
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